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GENERAL INTRODUCTION 


Isaac of Nineveh, who is also called Isaac the Syrian, 
was one of the eminent spiritual writers from the Syriac 
Christian world. He was an ordained Bishop of Nineveh and 
thus called Isaac of Nineveh and he wrote in Syriac and 
thereby called Isaac the Syrian. His life time goes back to the 
seventh century, which is the blossoming of the golden age of 
the Church of the East.' He was attracted by the monastic life 
and when he was a youth, he withdrew from the world and all 
that is of the world. He passionately loved the silence and 
deeply attached to the wilderness so that he could keep 
closeness to God alone in pure love. It is believed that Isaac, 
who was an thidaya (253am), belongs to the Anchorites of the 


early centuries.” 


Isaac was an influential figure in Syriac theology and 
his influence on Orthodox Christian spirituality continues to be 
great. He wrote homilies on the inner spiritual life, drawing 
from his own ascetical, ecclesial and mystical experiences. 
That is, he developed his writings from his own experiences 
and from his Scriptural as well as Patristic readings and 
reflections. In the patristic tradition, Isaac was influenced by 
the Syriac as well as the Greek Fathers, namely Origen of 
Alexandria (d. 254), Aphrahat (d. 345), Ephrem the Syrian (d. 


* The Church of the East in history is known by different names: 
‘Nestorian Church,’ ‘the Assyrian Church,’ ‘Persian Church,’ ‘Babylonian 
Church,’ ‘Seleucian Church,’ ‘the Dyophysite Church in Persia,’ and ‘the 
East Syrian Church.’ 

* The term ihidaya (daam4) will be discussed afterwards. 
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373), Macarius (d. 391), Evagrius of Pontus (d. 399), John the 
Solitary (5" c.), Narsai (d. 502), Jacob of Serugh (d. 521), 
Babai the Great (d. 628) and many others of the early centuries. 
This study is an attempt to bring forth the spiritual treasure of 
Isaac the Syrian to this modern world. Since he belongs to the 
Syriac milieu, he had possessed a deep-rooted Syriac 
spirituality. However, the influence of the Greek Patristic 
world had developed in him a well flourished Greek spirituality 
too. 


Isaac had developed love, humility, silence, solitude, 
prayer, repentance, community, wonder, purity of the heart, 
knowledge, ecstasy, alms giving, fasting, service and many 
other such spiritual themes in his writings. His spiritual 
thoughts, especially on prayer and love are closely connected 
to the ideas of the Church Fathers, namely Origen and 
Evagrius. Though all his teachings are relevant for a fruitful 
Christian life, this study focuses mainly on the theme ‘love.’ 
This ‘love’ encompasses the whole teachings of Isaac and 
remains as the centre of his entire writings. Thus it needs an 
in-depth study, which is done here under the title, The 
Luminous Love: A Study on the Concept of Love Found in the 
Discourses of Isaac the Syrian. 


1. The Scope 


Love is the central theme of Isaac’s writings and the 
focus of this study. The special term ‘luminous love’ of Isaac 
was chosen as the title of it and formed it as, The Luminous 
Love: A Study on the Concept of Love Found in the Discourses 
of Isaac the Syrian. It is done through an analytical and 
reflective reading of the writings of Isaac in line with the 
concept ‘love,’ which is the core of Christian spirituality. 
Accordingly, this study focuses mainly on the following facts: 
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a. 


f. 


2. Sources 
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Find out the mode of interpretations of ‘love,’ 
which includes ‘love of God’ and ‘love of 
neighbour,’ in the writings of Isaac the Syrian. The 
main consideration goes to the supreme 
commandment of God in the Old Testament, which 
says, “You shall love the LORD your God with all 
your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your 
might” (Deut 6, 5) and the new commandment of 
love in the New Testament, says, “I give you a new 
commandment, that you love one another. Just as I 
have loved you, you also should love one another. 
By this everyone will know that you are my 
disciples, if you have love for one another” (Jn 13, 
34-35). 

Bring forth the ways which Isaac uses to kindle the 
innermost thirst for love in each human person. 

Find out the inter connection between love of God 
and love of neighbour in line with the teachings of 
Isaac. 

Derive modes to become perfect in love, which 
includes constant progress in love of God and 
persistency in love of neighbour, by analyzing the 
teachings of Isaac. 

Basing on the reflections of Isaac, find out the 
answer to the question, ‘Whether a fruitful Christian 
service is possible without being caught by perfect 
love?’ 

Disclose the influence of Syriac as well as Greek 
Patristic world in the spirituality of Isaac. 


This study is mainly based on the available writings of 
Isaac the Syrian. As the First Part, it uses the Syriac text De 
Perfectione Religiosa, edited by Paul Bedjan and its English 
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translation by A. J. Wensinck named Mystic Treatises by Isaac 
of Nineveh. Another English translation it considers is by D. 
Miller from the Greek version of the First Part, entitled, The 
Ascetical Homilies of Isaac the Syrian. The Second Part of 
Isaac’s writings entitled, Zsaac of Nineveh (Isaac the Syrian) 
‘The Second Part,’ Chapters IV-XLI, is edited and translated 
into English by Sebastian P. Brock. Brock edited and 
translated its first and second chapters and published in 
Sobornost, Vol. 19 under the title “St. Isaac the Syrian: Two 
Unpublished Texts.” The third chapter of the Second Part is 
edited and translated into Italian by Paolo Bettiolo under the 
title, Isacco di Ninive: Discorsi Spirituali. The Third Part of 
Isaac’s writings is edited and translated into Italian by Sabino 
Chiala under the title Isacco di Ninive: Discorsi ascetici, terza 
collezionei and Mary T. Hansbury translated it into English 
recently. It also considers The Fifth Part, edited and published 
by Chiala, and its English translation by Hansbury. Besides 
these primary sources this study makes use of as many 
available books and articles related to Isaac’s writings as its 
secondary sources. 


3. Methodology 


The methodology for this study is mainly analytic and 
thematic in character. The theme is analyzed in its spiritual 
perspectives. However, for the first chapter it follows the 
historico-theological method. The main source for this study is 
the writings of Isaac himself. With regard to the citation of his 
writings it uses Arabic numerals in the order, ‘chapter 
number/paragraph number, page number.’ For example it 
cites: Isaac, The Second Part, 40/4, 175. This study makes use 
of books and articles related to his writings by other authors 
too. 


General Introduction 


4. Content and Structure 


This study consists of four chapters along with a ‘General 
Introduction’ and a ‘General Conclusion.’ In addition to these 
a detailed Bibliography, a list of Abbreviations, a 
Transliteration Table and a record of Syriac words used 
(Glossary) are also inserted in it. According to the need of the 
content, the number of the pages of the chapters is varied. The 
first chapter stands as a general background for the entire 
study. It describes briefly the life-sketch of Isaac the Syrian 
and exposes his life as a Monk, as an ordained Bishop, as a 
Solitary and above all an ascetical and experiential spiritual 
writer in the Syriac literature of the Church’s golden age, the 
seventh and the eighth centuries. Then this chapter discusses 
the influence of the patristic tradition in the writings of Isaac. 
Through these this study tries to disclose the deep-rooted 
Syriac as well as Greek spirituality in Isaac. Finally, a general 
discussion on his writings also has been done. 


This study introduces the theme ‘love’ as God’s nature 
in the second chapter. It analyzes the basic nature of God as 
love on the basis of the teachings of Isaac. The discussion 
includes the paternal love of God the Father and His merciful 
protection. As the manifestations of God’s love, the mystery of 
Creation, the mystery of Incarnation and the concept of 
Gehenna are also presented. When discussing on the nature of 
God as love, this study considers Isaac’s influence on Evagrius, 
the disciple of Origen. The last part of this chapter explores 
different characteristics of God’s love such as equal love, 
single love, steadfast love, forgiving love, educative love and 
corrective love. 


After presenting the nature of God as love in the second 
chapter, the human response to this love is highlighted. That 
is, in the third chapter, the emphasis is given to the necessity of 
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human response and its means. This chapter focuses mainly on 
the ascetical and virtuous realms and on pure prayer. It 
mentions the influence of Evagrius and other Church Fathers in 
Isaac with regard to these concepts. Then, the consideration 
goes to the human situations of temptations and sufferings and 
tries to bring forth the manner of response through these states 
of affairs. Finally, the discussion moves to expose the role of 
the Holy Spirit in the entire spiritual life of the human person 
especially, in perfect human response. 


‘The Luminous Love,’ which is the culminating point 
of this dissertation, is highlighted very specially in the last 
chapter. This chapter concentrates mainly on the luminous love 
of humanity, which derives from the in-depth experience of the 
love of God as mentioned in Chapter 10/34 of The Second Part 
of Isaac the Syrian. It has three parts and the first part 
develops the general idea of ‘luminous love’ basing on the 
teachings of Isaac. The special concern goes to the ‘luminous 
love of humanity,’ the excellent love of neighbour and its 
characteristics in the second part. Finally, the discussion 
proceeds to the term ‘luminous service,’ which is also 
considered as important by Isaac in his teachings. 


5. Limits 


The research progresses according to the proposal and it 
focuses the only theme ‘love’ from the teachings of Isaac. 
Certain other themes added to this study are because of their 
relation to love. This study uses mainly the available texts of 
Isaac’s writings in Syriac and their translations in English. 
Since it has the English translations of the main texts, the strict 
translation work also is omitted. However, it has tried to quote 
important paragraphs from the Syriac texts and have used the 
Syriac terms of the important words in the notes. Even though 
Isaac is influenced by the writers previous to him and his 
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contemporaries in some doctrines and terminologies, this study 
has avoided a comparative study with them, except mentioning 
important terminologies and ideas. That is, this research study 
is limited to the single theme ‘love’ and to the unique spiritual 
realm. 


6. Status Quaestionis 


So far as it knows, the studies on Isaac’s writings are 
few. Some of the doctoral dissertations on his theology are the 
following: Chabot J. B., De St. Isaaci Ninivitae vita, scripta et 
doctrina, Paris, 1892; Thomson W., Isaac of Niniveh: A Study 
in Syriac Mysticism, Harvard University, 1924; Hansbury M., 
Evidence of Jewish Influence in the Writings of Isaac of 
Niniveh: Translation and Commentary, Temple University, 
1987; Valiaplackal L., The Way to God According to Isaac of 
Ninive and St. Bonaventure: A Comparative Study, Pontifical 
Gregorian University, 1994; Manoj T., Spiritual vision of Man: 
A Study based on the Complete Works of Isaac of Niniveh, 
Pontifical Oriental Institute, 1999; Gasperin A., Le versioni 
greca, latina e italiana della prima parte degli scritti di Isacco 
di Ninive. Saggio di comparazione, University of Padua, 2001; 
Chiala S., L’opera di Isacco di Ninive nella tradizione 
monoscritta siriaca: Presentazione delle fonti e della 
tradizione monoscritta, seguita dall’edizione critica e della 
traduzione della Terza collezione, University of Louvain, 
2007; Hagman P., Understanding Asceticism: Body and 
Society in the Asceticism of Isaac of Niniveh, Abo University, 
2008; Scully J., Isaac of Niniveh’s contribution to Syriac 
Theology: An Eschatological Reworking of Greek 
Anthropology, Marquette University, 2013; Tang M., Sfantul 
Isaac Sirul: Ascet si mistic (St. Isaac the Syrian - Ascetic and 
mystic), “Lucian Blaga” University, Sibiu, 2014; Naduviledam 
R. S., Eschatological Vision of St. Isaac the Syrian: An 
Expression of God’s Love and Mercy, PIO, Rome, 2014; 
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Paunoiu G., Asceza si indumnezeirea omului in opera Sfantului 
Isaac Sirul (Asceticism and deification in the work of Isaac the 
Syrian), University of Bucharest, 2015; Vesa Valentin-Cosmin, 
The Doctrine of Knowledge in Isaac of Niniveh and the East 
Syriac Theology of the 7-8" Century, University of Padua, 
2015.° These are great contributions to the Church on the 
theology of Isaac. Since Isaac exposed a plenty of relevant 
themes for fruitful Christian life, his writings remain as an 
open book for future researches. 


> Cf. Valentin-Cosmin Vesa, The Doctrine of Knowledge, 5-6. 
Res 


Chapter One 
Life and Works of Isaac the Syrian 


Introduction 


In the Church of the East, the seventh century remains 
as a period of blossoming of writing in monastic spirituality, 
and Isaac the Syrian was an outstanding spiritual writer of that 
time. This chapter shortly describes the life sketch of Isaac the 
Syrian, and it will serve as a general background for the entire 
study. The first part of this chapter is the chronological details 
of Isaac’s life. Jésusdenah’s Le Livre de la Chasteté (The Book 
of Chastity) and its corresponding studies are making use as 
sources for this study. Subsequently, it discusses on the 
influential sources of Isaac’s teachings, and derive the 
authenticity and originality of his doctrines, the outcome of his 
own personal experiences. Finally, it has a general discussion 
on his writings. The whole chapter serves as a basis for the 
perception of Isaac’s spiritual vision and ideas containing in his 
writings. 


1. Life of Isaac the Syrian 


According to the scholars, there are only two short 
accounts in Syriac literature which give information about the 
life of Isaac the Syrian. One is The Book of Chastity, brief 
biographies of Persian ascetics written by the East Syrian 
historian Jésusdenah, the Bishop of Barsa.' The other 


* Cf Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 25; 
Jésusdenah, Le Livre de la Chasteté, 53-54; Alfeyev, “In Search of a 
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description about his life, which find in a West Syrian source, 
is added by I. E. Rahmani with his collected documents in 
Studia Syriaca.’ The life sketch of Isaac the Syrian is exposed 
basing on these two sources and its related studies. 


1.1. Birth and Early Life 


Isaac the Syrian, a seventh century Monk, “was born in 
the region of Beit Qatraye beneath India.”’ To quote Brock: 


At the time of his birth (the precise date of which is 
unknown) Qatar was still part of the Persian, or Sasanid, 
empire, the home of the Church of the East; by the middle of 
the seventh century, however, the Persian Empire, along 
with the Eastern provinces of the Byzantine Empire, had 
fallen to the Arabs. St. Isaac thus lived in momentous times, 
even though no hint of these is to be found reflected in the 


Spiritual Pearl,” 13. Jésusdenah is the author of a History of the Founders of 
Monasteries in the Territories of the Persians and the Arabs, also called 
Liber Castitatis (The Book of Chastity — <sasssx roa), a Work written 
around 860. It is a collection of 140 short accounts on the life of the 
founders of Syro-Eastern monasteries which stretch from the 4" to the 
middle of the 9" c. Chapter 125 (126) of it contains one of the biographical 
accounts of Isaac of Nineveh. This book was translated and edited by 
Chabot in 1896. Cf. Biesen, “Isho’dnah of Barsa,” 360; Valiaplackal, The 
Way to God According to Mar Isaac of Nineveh and St. Bonaventure, 8; 
Aravackal, “John the Solitary,” 115. 

* It is taken from a fifteenth century Manuscript in Mardin. Cf. 
Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 25; Rahmani, ed., Studia 
Syriaca, Vol. 1, 32-33; Hansbury, “Introduction,” in Hansbury, tr., St. Isaac 
of Nineveh on Ascetical Life,7; Scully, Isaac of Nineveh’s Contribution to 
Syriac Theology, 1. 

> Rahmani, ed., Studia Syriaca, Vol. 1, 32-33. Cf. Miller, 
“Introduction,” in Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, \xv. Beit Qatraye is “the 
area around modern Bahrain and Qatar in the Arabian Gulf, which was an 
important though sometimes troublesome province of the patriarchate in 
Seleucia-Ctesiphon.” Healey, “Isaac of Nineveh,” 258. 
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few details we have concerning his life or in any of his 
extant writings. * 


The province of Qatar, where Isaac was born, was situated on 
the western shore of the Persian Gulf. His life time, the seventh 
century was calculated by considering the visit of Catholicos 
Giwargis, who ordained Isaac as the Bishop of Nineveh,” to 
Qatar. Alfeyev reports: “Around 648 the bishops of Qatar 
separated from the Persian Catholicos. The schism lasted until 
676, when the Catholicos Giwargis visited Qatar and 
reconciled its bishops with the Church of Persia. Possibly it 
was at that time that he consecrated Isaac, who was known for 
his strict asceticism, as the bishop of Nineveh.”® 


Nothing is known about the date and year of Isaac’s 
birth, his childhood and of his parents. But it is known that 
when he became a youth, he was attracted by the monastic life. 
In the book entitled Early Fathers from the Philokalia, it is 
written: “In the full flower of his youth he, together with his 
brother, withdrew from the world and all that is of the world, 
entered the monastery of St. Mathew, and there he took his 
vows and began his monastic life.”’ The West Syrian 
document also witnesses his early monastic life: “When he had 
become versed in the writings of the Church and the 
commentaries, he became a monk and a teacher in his own 


* Brock, “St. Isaac of Nineveh (St. Isaac the Syrian),” 114. 

POOR Jésusdenah, Le Livre de la Chasteté, 53; Wensinck, 
“Introduction,” in Isaac, Mystic Treatises, XVUI; Alfeyev, The Spiritual 
World of Isaac the Syrian, 25. Mar Giwargis was Catholicos Patriarch of 
the Church of the East from 661-681. Cf. Brock, tr., The Wisdom of Saint 
Isaac the Syrian, iv; Petit, “Isaac De Ninive,” 10. 

° Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 27. 

7 Kadloubovsky and Palmer, trs., Early Fathers from the 
Philokalia, 181; Cf. Hausherr, Etudes de spiritualité Orientale, 1. 
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region.”* As indicated by Brock, Isaac must have been received 
his early monastic training and education from his native land, 
and he will have first become familiar with the great writers on 
the spiritual life, such as Origen of Alexandria (ca. 185-254), 
Aphrahat (ca. 270-345), Ephrem the Syrian (ca. 306-373), 
Macarius (ca. 300-390), Evagrius of Pontus (ca. 346-399), John 
the Solitary (5" c.), Narsai (ca. 399-502), Jacob of Serugh (ca. 
451-521), Babai the Great (ca. 551-628) and many others 
during there.” 


When Isaac became excellent in the spiritual discipline 
of the monastery and had attained adequate virtues, he retired 
far away from it and led a solitary life. He was wounded with 
a desire for silence and was so attached to the wilderness. The 
solitary life of Isaac, which is fully immersed in God, is 
accounted like this: 


When he had reached perfection in the spiritual discipline of 
this monastery and a sufficient measure of attainment of 
virtues, he was wounded with a desire for silence. So he 
retired far away from the cenobite monastery and settled in a 
lonely cell, where he led a completely solitary life, having 
communion with no one and concentrating his attention only 
in himself and on God. His brother, who became abbot of 
his monastery, implored and entreated him to leave his 
solitude and return to the monastery; but he was so attached 
to his Wilderness that he refused to leave it, even for a short 
time. 


® Rahmani, ed., Studia Syriaca, Vol. 1, 32-33. Cf. Miller, 
“Introduction,” in Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, \xv. 

” Cf. Brock, tr., The Wisdom of Saint Isaac the Syrian, iv. 

'© Kadloubovsky and Palmer, trs., Early Fathers from the 
Philokalia, 181; Cf. Bettiolo, “Letteratura Siriaca,” 485-486; Bettiolo, 
“Syriac Literature,” 482-483. Berardino, ed., Walford, tr., Patrology, 482- 
483. (485-486. 
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Isaac was extremely dedicated to his solitary life and was very 
much obedient to the will of his Heavenly Father. Nothing was 
known about his lifetime in the wilderness. Even though he 
refused to come back to the monastery, when the call of God 
the Father came to him, he obeyed. The Divine Will called 
him to administer the Church of Nineveh." 


1.2. Bishop of Nineveh 


Isaac was a burning candle in the wilderness, and to 
spread far and wide the light of its radiant virtue, he was 
ordained as bishop of the great city of Nineveh.’ Jésusdenah 
records: “He was ordained bishop of Nineveh by Mar Giwargis 
the Catholicos in the monastery of Beit ‘Abe.”'” 


Isaac continued his pastoral responsibilities, as the 
bishop of Nineveh for only five months. The exact reason for 
this is unknown. Jésusdenah says, “He resigned his Episcopal 
office, for a reason which God knows.”'* But the West Syrian 
document mentions the reason for it: “Because of the acuteness 
of his intellect and his zeal, he could only endure the pastoral 


'' Cf Kadloubovsky and Palmer, trs., Early Fathers from the 
Philokalia, 181. Nineveh is on the East bank of the Tigris, opposite to 
modern Mosul in northern Iraq. Cf. Brock, “St. Isaac of Nineveh (St. Isaac 
the Syrian),” 114. 

'? Cf. Kadloubovsky and Palmer, trs., Early Fathers from the 
Philokalia, 181; Costaz and Mouterde, eds., “Isaac de Ninive,” 83; Binns, 
The T&T Clark History of Monasticism, 184; Clément, The Roots of 
Christian Mysticism, 345. 

° <7] fut créé évéque de Ninive par le catholicos Mar Georges 
dans le monastére de Beit ‘Abé.” Jésusdenah, Le Livre de la Chasteté, 53; 
Wensinck, “Introduction,” in Isaac, Mystic Treatises, XVIII. Cf. Alfeyev, 
The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 25. 

'4 «11 abdiqua I'épiscopat pour des raisons que Dieu connait.” 
Jésusdenah, Le Livre de la Chasteté, 53; Wensinck, “Introduction,” in Isaac, 
Mystic Treatises, XVII. Cf. Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the 
Syrian, 25. 
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care of his city for five months.”'” About the reason for his 


resignation, there exists an East Syrian legend, which 
illustrates: 


Two men came to see him in his Episcopal residence - a 
creditor and his debtor. The former demanded immediate 
payment of the debt, while the latter, acknowledging the 
debt, begged for a short time of grace. But the creditor said 
to this: ‘If he does not repay his debt at once, I shall 
immediately take him to court.’ St. Isaac remarked: ‘If 
according to the Gospel commandment you should by no 
means ask back your goods that another has taken away, 
how much more should you show magnanimity to a man 
who promises soon to repay his debt.’ But the cruel man 
replied: ‘Leave the Gospel commandment out of this for the 
present.’ And he refused to listen to any more. Then the 
bishop of God said to himself: ‘If they do not obey the 
Gospel commandments of the Lord, what is there that 
remains for me to do here?’ He saw, moreover, how much 
the silence and serenity, to which he was used in the 
wilderness, were disturbed by the unavoidable business of 
administration; and so he decided to leave his see and return 
to his beloved Skete in the wilderness. ® 


'S Rahmani, ed., Studia Syriaca, 1, 32. Cf. Miller, “Introduction,” 
in Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, \xv. Cf. French, tr., The Way of a Pilgrim 
and the Pilgrim Continues His Way, 47. 

'© Kadloubovsky and Palmer, trs., Early Fathers from Philokalia, 
181-182. This story has been taken from the Arabic translation of Isaac’s 
works, and it has the value of an anecdote only. Cf. Wensinck, 
“Introduction,” in Isaac, Mystic Treatises, XIX; Chabot, De S. Isaaci 
Ninivitae, 2-3. A Skete is a compound containing three to six cottages - 
each of which may have from around two to ten monks - clustered around a 
church, known as the kyriakon (xvpiaxwv). Every cottage has its own 
chapel: its inhabitants conduct services on weekdays. On Saturday evening 
and Sunday morning, however, the entire population of the Skete worship 
together in the kyriakon. Cf. Conomos, “Mount Athos,” 403. 
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1.3. A Solitary Monk 


Seeing the rough manners and disobedience of the 
inhabitants of the city of Nineveh, Isaac felt that it was beyond 
his ability to guide them. He valued absolute stillness more 
than the dealing of administration. So, he returned to his 
solitude. Jésusdenah records: “When Isaac left the chair of 
Nineveh, he ascended the mountain of Matit, which surrounds 
Bet Huzajé and lived in solitude among the anchorites who 
were there.”'’ Isaac had an austere ascetical life in the 
solitude. This kind of life is an essential part of Syriac 
spirituality, which entailed a good deal of asceticism and 
practice of spiritual exercises.'* It is believed that he belongs 
to the Anchorites of the early centuries. Isaac, who was an 


ihidayd (23a.), a single-minded Monk with an undivided 
heart, aimed to become a perfect disciple of Jesus Christ.’” 


'” “Isaac, apres avoir quitté le siége de Ninive, s'en alla dans la 
montagne de Matout qui entoure le pays de Beit Houzayé, et habita dans la 
solitude avec les anachorétes qui se trouvaient la.” Jésusdenah, Le Livre de 
la Chasteté, 53. Cf. Wensinck, “Introduction,” in Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 
XIX. Beét Huzajé is modern Khuzistan. Cf. Brock, “St. Isaac of Nineveh 
(St. Isaac the Syrian),” 114. Mount Matit is the northwest part of 
Khuzistan/Susuana. Cf. Muravyev and Nemirovsky, “From Nineveh to 
Susuana,” 73; Lavenant, “Isacco di Ninive,” 1829-1830. 

*® Mascia, “The Gift of Tears in Isaac of Nineveh,” 256. 

** Anchorites are those who withdraw from the world for 
contemplation and prayer. This term is specifically applied to persons 
enclosed in individual cells. It is a solitary form of monastic life and is also 
known as Eremitic monasticism. The important monastic terminology 
ihidayd (%3s) also denotes person, who leads this kind of monastic life. In 
the context of early Syrian proto-monasticism the term ihidayad means 
singular, individual, unique, single-minded, not divided in heart, single in 
the sense of unmarried and celibate. In the Old Testament Adam was the 
thidaya and in the New Testament Jesus Christ, the Only Begotten Son is 
the thidaya of the Father. This same word was subsequently applied to the 
hermit, because through his eremitic life, they aimed to become a perfect 
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“He ate only three loaves of bread a weak, with small 
vegetables; he never tasted what was cooked.””” As an thiddya 
(2ianm2), Isaac was amazingly attached to the stillness with God 


alone in love. It is from this background of zhiddyd (23.4s) that 


his spiritual writings on love stems out. He refused to go 
anywhere from there. When his brother was on death bed, he 
asked Isaac to come and visit him. But Isaac was stern in his 
stand and begged off to go and visit his brother. Isaac specially 
narrates his mental picture: 


We know another of the saints whose natural brother was ill. 
He lived as a recluse in a different cell. During the whole 


disciple of Jesus Christ, the zhidaya of the Father. A celibate person is also 
designated by this term ihidaya. Cf. Ephrem, Hymns on Faith, 8/17; 
Ephrem, Hymns on Virginity, 4/5; Ephrem, Hymns on Nativity, 8/16-17; 
Ephrem, Hymns on Paradise, 7/18; Aphrahat, Demonstrations, 6/4; 6/6; 
8/23; West, “Anchorite Life,” 33; Stewart, “Eremitic Monasticism,” 372; 
Brock, The Luminous Eye, 112-115; AbouZayd, Ihidayutha, 269-272; 
Aravackal, The Mystery of the Triple Gradated Church, 122; Boisvert, 
“Origins: Comparative Perspectives,” 960-961; Binns, The T&T Clark 
History of Monasticism, 58-59; Mathews, tr., St. Ephrem the Syrian, 20; 
Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 61-62; Metteer, “Mary 
Needs Martha,” 163; Fleming, ed., The Fire and the Cloud, 67; V6dbus, 
History of Asceticism in the Syrian Orient, Vol. 1, 220-229; V6dbus, 
History of Asceticism in the Syrian Orient, Vol. III, 13; Hunt, “The Monk as 
Mourner,” 150; Brock, “Introduction,” in Ephrem, Hymns on Paradise, 26- 
33; Paikatt, Life Glory and Salvation in the Writings of Mar Aprem of 
Nisibis, 283-285; Kollamparampil, “Syriac Spiritual, Ascetical and 
Mystical Legacy,” 44; Griffith, “Asceticism in the Church of Syria,” 223- 
229; Griffith, “Singles in God’s Service,” 145-159; Griffith, ‘Monks, 
“singles,” and the “sons of the covenant.” 141-160; Bumazhnov, 
“Qyama before Aphrahat,” 81; Tauwinkl, “Ihiddyiths,” 213. 

0 Rahmani, ed., Studia Syriaca, Vol. 1, 32-33. Cf. Wensinck, 
“Introduction,” in Isaac, Mystic Treatises, XTX. “Many anchorites and 
semi-anchorites avoided cooking because they believed their time was 
better spent in undistracted fellowship with God.” Metteer, “Between 
Gluttony and Rigorous Fasting,” 31. 


BIG 


Life and Works of Isaac the Syrian 


period of his brother’s sickness, he restrained his mercy, so 
that he did not go out to visit him. When the sick man was 
on the point of departing from this world, he sent his brother 
a message to this effect: Come that I may see thee before I 
depart from the world, even if it be in the night. Then I will 
take leave from thee and go to rest. The blessed one, 
however, was not to be persuaded even at this time, when 
natural mercy usually is stirred, to transgress the voluntary 
borders, saying: If I go out, my heart will not be pure before 
God, for I despise visiting spiritual brethren, should I then 
honour nature above Christ? So his brother died without his 
having seen him.”! 


Isaac valued the solitary life with a great extent. The reply he 
wrote to the message of his brother reflects this: 


Do not ask from me, my brother, what gives consolation to 
body and mind, but let me seek the salvation of my soul. 
Yet a short time and we shall have passed away from this 
world. It is not unknown to thee how many persons I should 
meet if I went to thy dwelling-place; how many sorts of 
people and places, before I should have returned unto my 
place; and by meeting them, what cause for thought my soul 
would receive - my soul, that would be disturbed by the 
affections which would be awakened in it, after it has been 
left in peace by them a little. That the sight of laypeople 
injures the solitary, is a fact with which thou art acquainted; 
not just the sight of women, but also of men.” 


Isaac remained in the solitude for a long time. Inspired 
by a burning love inside, he started to write on excellent 
Christian life from his own experience and from his Scriptural 


*! Tsaac, Mystic Treatises, 41, 208; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita 
De Perfectione Religiosa, 312. 

2 Tsaac, Mystic Treatises, 42, 209; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita 
De Perfectione Religiosa, 314; Golovnina, “Genres of Ascetic Literature 
and its Peculiarities in Syrian Literature,” 193. 
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as well as Patristic readings and reflections. It is said that he 
became blind at last and the monks of the monastery of Rabban 
Shabur wrote down his doctrine on the divine behaviour of 
solitaries.”> Jésusdenah asserts: “Afterwards he went to the 
monastery of Rabban Shabir and became exceedingly well 
acquainted with the divine writings; at last he lost his eyesight 
through his reading and asceticism. He penetrated deeply into 
the divine mysteries and wrote books on the divine behaviour 
of solitaries.”** His spiritual authority and the beauty of his 
writings made his works cherished by the Persian Church of his 
time.” Isaac was placid, kind and humble, and his speech was 
meek. So his brethren gave him the surname, the Second 
Didymus.*° “When he had grown old and had reached high 


° Cf Scully, Isaac of Nineveh’s Ascetical Eschatology, xiii; 
Brock, “St. Isaac of Nineveh (St. Isaac the Syrian),” 114; Dominic, “The 
Love of God the Primary Reason for the Incarnation According to Isaac of 
Nineveh,” 146. Rabban Shabur was born in a village in the mountains of 
Bet Huzaye, between the cities of al-Ahwaz and Shushtar. He established, 
probably in the second quarter of the 7” c., a monastery next to the latter 
city that subsequently became very famous and even came to be called ‘the 
monastery of Rabban Shabur.’ Cf. Biesen, “Rabban Shabur,” 373. 

*4 Jésusdenah, Le Livre de la Chasteté, 53. Cf. Wensinck, 
“Introduction,” in Isaac, Mystic Treatises, XVIU; Clément, The Roots of 
Christian Mysticism, 346. 

°° Tn the ninth century his writings were translated from the Syriac 
into Greek and Arabic versions, and came to Byzantium shortly after, where 
they had a great impact on the developing ‘Hesychastic’ spirituality, that is, 
the age-old tradition of the Syriac spirituality ‘of the Heart’ which can be 
witnessed in most Syrian spiritual writers from the earliest times, such as, 
Aphrahat, or Pseudo-Macarius of the fourth century. Like them, Isaac lays 
great stress on the sensibility of the grace of God in the heart. Cf. 
McGuckin, “Christian Spirituality in Byzantium and the East (600-—1700),” 
97-98; Chiala, “The Arabic Version of Saint Isaac the Syrian,” 59. 

°° Cf. Rahmani, ed., Studia Syriaca, Vol. 1, 32-33; Wensinck, 
“Introduction,” in Isaac, Mystic Treatises, XIX; Bunge, “Mar Isaac of 
Nineveh and His Relevance Nowadays,” 193. Didymus the Blind was a 
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age, he departed unto our Lord, and he was buried in the 
monastery of Mar Shabir.””’ 


2. Sources of Isaac’s Teachings 


Isaac had developed his teachings from his own 
traditional spirituality and practises. In the Church of the East, 
he belonged to the earlier monastic tradition in the Syriac 
milieu.** This Syriac tradition was enriched with a dedicated 
Christian life from the second and third centuries.’ The 
“Sons” and “Daughters” of the covenant’ (bnay and bnat 
qvama), who living as virgins and serving the community, was 


famous fourth century writer of Alexandria. Cf. Brock, Spirituality in the 
Syriac Tradition, 32; Alfeyev, “Isaac the Syrian (Isaac of Nineveh),” 666; 
Alfeyev, “In Search of a Spiritual Pearl,” 14. 

Rahmani, ed., Studia Syriaca, Vol. 1, 32-33. Cf. Wensinck, 
“Introduction,” in Isaac, Mystic Treatises, XIX; Cf. Brock, “St. Isaac of 
Nineveh (St. Isaac the Syrian),” 114; Kannengiesser, Handbook of Patristic 
Exegesis, 1441; Abraha, “Isaac of Ninive, Filoxenus of Mabbug & John 
Seba,” 137-138. 

* The rise of monasticism displayed an essential role in the 
spirituality of the Church of the East. Communal monasticism became 
common after the fourth century, but the tradition of the anchorite remained 
far beyond that time. The seventh century mystic, Isaac the Syrian modelled 
himself as an anchorite, loved the solitude and lived a rigorous Christian 
monastic life. Cf. West, “Anchorite Life,” 33; Stewart, “Eremitic 
Monasticism,” 372; Brock, The Luminous Eye, 112-115; AbouZayd, 
Thidayutha, 269-272; Boisvert, “Origins: Comparative Perspectives,” 960- 
961; Binns, The T&T Clark History of Monasticism, 58-59; Alfeyev, The 
Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 61-62; Metteer, “Mary Needs Martha,” 
163; Fleming, ed., The Fire and the Cloud, 67; Vodbus, History of 
Asceticism in the Syrian Orient, Vol. 1, 220-229; V6dbus, History of 
Asceticism in the Syrian Orient, Vol. Ill, 13; Hunt, “The Monk as 
Mourner,” 150; Bondi, “The Spirituality of Syriac-Speaking Christians,” 
153-154; Jurji, umination in Islamic Mysticism, 5. 

*° Cf. Bondi, “Christianity and Cultural Diversity,” 153; Chaillot, 
The Syrian Orthodox Church of Antioch and All the East, 22. 
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such an organized dedicated Christian life’ The writings of 
Aphrahat (d. 345) are the earliest sources for understanding the 
beliefs and observances of the Church of the East. His Twenty- 
three Demonstrations expound the true nature of the Christian 
faith.*' A picture of the life of the Church of the East is seen in 


°° Murre-van den Berg, “Syriac Christianity,” 251-252; Binns, The 
T&T Clark History of Monasticism, 58-59. 

“The ‘covenant’ with God is one of the most prominent themes in 
syriac proto-monastic literature. It was given a particular development by 
Aphrahat, who mentions an ascetic group within the Syrian Church, ‘the 
covenanters’ (bnay gyama), literally ‘sons of the covenant.’ These lay 
people’s life was no different from that of other Syrian Christians, except 
for their vows of virginity, poverty, and service to the parish community. 
At a later time, the notion of ‘covenant’ was transferred to Syrian 
monasticism, which developed the ascetical aspirations of the ‘covenanters.’ 
In particular, the idea of the separation of the ‘chosen’ from others, which 
loomed large in the spirituality of the ‘covenanters,’ received its fall 
development in the later monastic tradition to which Isaac belonged.” Even 
before the classical Egyptian monasticism, this mode of life was existed in 
Syriac milieu and hence it is called proto-monasticism. Alfeyev, The 
Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 82-83; Cf. AbouZayd, Ihidayutha, 51- 
107; V6ébus, History of Asceticism in the Syrian Orient, Vol. 1, 12-13; 
Kollamparampil, “Syriac Spiritual, Ascetical and Mystical Legacy,” 42-43; 
Griffith, “Asceticism in the Church of Syria,” 229-234; Bumazhnov, 
“Qyama before Aphrahat,” 65-81. 

*! Aphrahat gives a definition of the Christian faith: 

“Now this is faith: when a man believes in God, the Lord of all, 
who made the heavens and the earth and the seas and all that is in them; and 
He made Adam in His image; and He gave the Law to Moses; He sent of 
His Spirit upon the prophets; He sent moreover His Christ into the world. 
Furthermore, that a man should believe in the resurrection of the dead; and 
should furthermore also believe in the sacrament of baptism. This is the 
faith of the Church of God.” 

Mina eat rasa da Win wales es PA AA aham WX 7 WAM 
ama. ams dura daa trata uwoanl whaianw sm. ana wml o5 joins yan 
ovum buss pint Sia etals\ museal jz sah ama ais meat > az ama 
voles oman Whawam 4m Wim .Wsutamam Minds ar Ems aha 

Aphrahat, “Demonstration, 1: On Faith — whnasa.ms vssamh” 
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Aphrahat’s Demonstrations. The elementary forms of 
monasticism, the liturgical observances, prayer life, fasting, 
humility, and the practice of other virtues are included in it.” 
Until the middle of the fifth century, the Church of the East 
used the Biblical commentaries of Ephrem the Syrian for 
exegesis.”> The commentaries of Ephrem were not many, and 
therefore, in the middle of the fifth century onwards, the 
translation of the entire exegetical works of Theodore of 
Mopsuestia (ca. 309-428) from Greek, became the leading 
Biblical commentaries in the Church of the East.** Theodore 
of Mopsuestia was very much admired in the Church of the 


based upon Parisot, ed., Aphraatis Sapientis Persae: Demonstrationes, 1/19, 
43; Aphrahat, Select Demonstrations, 1/19, 352. 

*° The doctrine of Aphrahat is classical and is entirely traceable to 
the Sacred Scriptures. The following points can be considered as its 
characteristics: 1) the primacy of charity, which has for its object the three 
divine persons, and grows with the inhabitation of the soul by the Spirit of 
Christ, 2) the perfection of charity as a function of the renunciation of 
marriage, 3) the absolute necessity of love of neighbour, 4) faith as the 
foundation of the entire structure and 5) insistence on the virtue of humility, 
a trait which will remain the fundamental characteristic of Syriac 
spirituality. Cf. Lavenant, “Aphraates (Aphrahat),” 166; Kollamparampil, 
“Syriac Spiritual, Ascetical and Mystical Legacy,” 43; Miller, “Epilogue,” 
in Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 484. 

°° Until the fifth century, in the place of the ‘Divided Gospels,’ 
Syriac speaking Christians used the Gospel harmony of Tatian (born ca. 
120), called the Diatessaron. St. Ephrem wrote commentaries on this. Cf. 
Bondi, “The Spirituality of Syriac-Speaking Christians,” 155; Chaillot, The 
Syrian Orthodox Church of Antioch and All the East, 80; Alfeyev, “In 
Search of a Spiritual Pearl,” 10; Kuzhuppil, The Vision of the Prophet 
Isaiah, 7. 

* Ephrem’s commentaries covered only a few books of the Old 
Testament, The Diatessaron version of the Gospels, and the old Syriac 
version of the Acts and the Epistles of Saint Paul. Cf. Miller, “Epilogue,” in 
Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 489; Baum and Winkler, The Church of the 
East, 22; Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 18; Baum and 
Winkler, The Church of the East, 27. 
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East as an authority on doctrinal matters and as a model for 
orthodox belief.*° His teacher Diodore (d. ca. 394), the Bishop 
of Tarsus, was also very much venerated for his sanctity and 
theological authority and were referred by all the subsequent 
spiritual writers of this tradition, including Isaac the Syrian.*° 


Isaac was an authentic spiritual writer. He was intuitive 
and unsystematic. But there found a profound inner unity 
among the themes which he mentioned. To quote Bishop 
Kallistos Ware: “His words can be applied to his own writings. 
He does not offer ‘milestones’, or spiritual maps, or a carefully 
devised plan of the Christian journey in specific stages. He is 
intuitive and unsystematic. His writings are full of repetitions, 
of unexpected transitions, of epigrammatic sayings not fully 
explained. Yet, beneath this apparent lack of system, there is in 
his spiritual teaching a profound inner coherence.”*” Isaac was 
erudite in ascetical literature as well as in secular literature 
translated from Greek and was frequently cited from the 
ancient writings both Syriac and Greek.**® 


°° Brock, “The ‘Nestorian’ Church,” 29. 

°° Isaac speaks of Diodore with the greatest respect, calling him ‘a 
trustworthy witness,’ ‘a person of high intelligence,’ “someone from whose 
fountain the clear-sounding Theodore himself drank,’ ‘the great teacher of 
the Church,’ ‘wonderful among the teachers and instructor of Theodore.’ 
Cf. Brock, tr., The Second Part, 39/10-11, 167; Alfeyev, The Spiritual 
World of Isaac the Syrian, 19; 33; Baum and Winkler, The Church of the 
East, 37. 

37 Ware, “Foreword,” in Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the 
Syrian, 12. 

8 Cf. Brock, “Introduction,” in Brock, tr., The Second Part, XVII; 
Scully, Isaac of Nineveh’s Contribution to Syriac Theology, 6-7. 
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2.1. Patristic Tradition 


The literature cited by Isaac is limited to native Syriac 
writers and Greek writers available in Syriac translation.*” The 
style-phraseology and terminology of Isaac’s teachings owe a 
great debt to two writers in particular, John the Solitary and 
Evagrius of Pontus.*° The writings of John the Solitary 
exercised a profound influence on Isaac.*! Brock assesses that 
he was the only Syriac writer to have influenced Isaac’s 
terminology.” In his writings, Isaac does not mention John the 


*? Cf. Brock, “Introduction,” in Brock, tr., The Second Part, XVII; 
Brock, “St. Isaac of Nineveh (St. Isaac the Syrian),” 115. 

4° Cf. Brock, “Introduction,” in Brock, tr., The Second Part, 
XXXVI; Ramelli, “Isaac of Nineveh (the Syrian),” 358; Bitton, “More 
Interior than the Lips and the Tongue,” 330; Naduviledam, Eschatological 
Vision of St. Isaac the Syrian, 37-39. 

“| Tsaac is influenced by John the Solitary mainly by his 
philosophy, especially in his insistence on hope. According to him, man 
has been placed in this world in the expectation of the world to come. 
Through Incarnation Christ brings the definitive revelation of hope, the 
spiritual life to come, beyond the passions and the purifications of the soul. 
That is, according to him we have received the knowledge of the new world 
from Christ. His ‘prayer of silence’ is also an influenced theme. Cf. 
Naduviledam, Eschatological Vision of St. Isaac the Syrian, 37-38; 
Beggiani, Introduction to Eastern Christian Spirituality, 36; Brock, “John 
the Solitary, On Prayer,” 86. 

“ There are similarities in terminologies in Isaac and John the 
Solitary. Some examples are: spiritual mysteries - (’razé ruhané); fruits of 
the inner person’s ascetic conduct (piré d-dubbara d-barndsa gawwaya). 
Cf. John the Solitary, Dialogue on the Soul, 55, 91, 7, 8, 92; Brock, ed., The 
Second Part, 8/1, 21; new life -hayyé hadté/ nis ris (103 ie); new 
world-‘almd hadtd/ wns» als (28a wats). Isaac derives it from John the 
Solitary, where it occurs frequently. Cf. John the Solitary, Dialogue on the 
Soul, 7, 18, 23, 24, 35, 37, 55, 56, 69; Brock, tr., The Second Part, 10/19, 43; 
Brock, ed., The Second Part, 10/19, 35; Brock, “Introduction,” in Brock, tr., 
The Second Part, XVII; Brock, “St. Isaac of Nineveh (St. Isaac the 
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Solitary by name, but he uses many phrases borrowed from 
him.** The writings of Evagrius of Pontus were translated into 
Syriac, and he was the foremost authority in spiritual matters 
for Isaac. By recognizing the great powers of psychological 
and spiritual discernment of Evagrius, Isaac speaks of him as 
‘the master of those with spiritual knowledge’ and ‘recipient of 
boundless spiritual revelations.”“* “In imitation of Evagrius’ 
‘Gnostic Chapters,’ Isaac wrote his own four hundred ‘Gnostic 
Chapters.’ For Isaac, Evagrius was ‘a recipient of boundless 
spiritual revelations’ and ‘the one who has defined the form 
proper to each of our actions,’ that is, laid the foundation of the 


Syrian),” 115. Cf. Brock, “Introduction,” in Brock, tr., The Second Part, 
XXXIX; Brock, ed., The Second Part, 10/19, 35; 5/5, 6. 

*® Phrases like hidden mysteries- razé@ ksayy@, asia Xvi ( 248 
#a4) and glorious mysteries - rdzé SbIn@/Resine rire (Ue a8). They go 
back to the fourth century or earlier ne literature. The important terms in 
Isaac, like ‘spiritual prayer,’ ‘silence,’ ‘wonder,’ ‘awe,’ etc. had also been 
seen in John the Solitary. Cf. John the Solitary, On Prayer, 2, 4, 5; Brock, 
ed., The Second Part, 39/7, 155; 35/5, 141; Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of 
Isaac the Syrian, 32. 

“Isaac says: “And this is what Evagrius, recipient of boundless 
spiritual revelations, names, ‘the hundred-fold reward which our Lord 
promised in his Gospel.” 

MAIAMAI BAW Weta Mas iad @siiian’ Mivai mala Marw Ma «MW AMA 

i jjoheBrock, 
ed., The Second Part, 35/12, 143; Brock, tr., The Second Part, 35/12, 155; 
Cf. Brock, “Introduction,” in Brock, tr., The Second Part, XXIV; Stewart, 
“Christian Spirituality during the Roman Empire (100-600),” 81; Ramelli, 
“Isaac of Nineveh (the Syrian),” 357. Cf. Brock, Spirituality in the Syriac 
Tradition, 9; Merton, A Course in Christian Mysticism, 58; Alfeyev, The 
Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 32; Evagrius, The Praktikos & 
Chapters on Prayer, liv; Quasten, Patrology, Vol. 3, 169; Gabriel, “From 
Greek to Syriac- and Back,” 135; Harmless, Mystics, 156; Palmer, Sherrard 
and Ware, eds. & trs., The Philokalia, Vol. 1, 30; Bondi, “The Spirituality 
of Syriac-Speaking Christians,’ 159; Muravjev, “Macarian or Evagrian,” 
1188; Voicu, “Mesopotamia, Christianity in,” 779. 
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theological comprehension of all aspects of the ascetical 
activity,”*> says, Alfeyev. 


Evagrius and Macarius are the main figureheads, of the 
two traditional approaches namely, intellectual and 
experiential.“° Isaac purposely intended to adduce the full 
weight of tradition by citing from them. Brock asserts, “Isaac 
quotes both Evagrius and Macarius by name, and at one point 
cite them side by side, perhaps deliberately intending to adduce 
the full weight of tradition by quoting the main figureheads of 
the two approaches, intellectual and experiential. In any case, 
it is symbolic of the fusion of both streams of spirituality that 
characterizes Isaac’s writings.”*” 


*S Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 32. Cf. Brock, 
tr., The Second Part, 35/12, 155. spiritual revelations - gelyané 
TUNGNE/ soi AX (tases WAL). Cf Brock, ed., The Second Part, 35/12, 
142; Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 8, 68; Guillaumont, Les ‘Képhalaia 
Gnostica’ D’Evagre Le Pontique, 335. 

° Evagrius is intellectualist in orientation and owes much to late 
classical Philosophy and to Origen. That is, he drew largely on 
Christianity’s Greek intellectual background to describe the higher aspect of 
the soul, the mind or intellect, which they referred to as the nous (voc). The 
nous constitutes the entire soul and it contemplates God ceaselessly through 
the Word, Logos, and ascends into the blissful presence of God. But, 
Macarius bears the mark of Syrian teaching, which is deeply experiential 
and focuses on the soul’s perception of God in prayer. Cf. Gather, 
Teachings on the Prayer of the Heart in the Greek and Syrian Fathers, 29- 
30. 

*” Brock, “St. Isaac of Nineveh and Syriac Spirituality,” 100; 
Gribomont, “Monasticism and Asceticism,” 104-105; Brock, “Macarius the 
Egyptian,” 256; Brock, “Syrian Spirituality,” 368; Ramelli, “Isaac of 
Nineveh (the Syrian),” 357-358; Duca, “Human Weakness in Isaac of 
Nineveh and the Syriac Macarian Corpus,” 134-146; Naduviledam, 
Eschatological Vision of St. Isaac the Syrian, 38-39. 

Isaac adds Evagrian ideas in many places by mentioning his name: 
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When he wrote, Isaac has in mind, the early East Syriac 
authors such as Aphrahat, Ephrem and Narsai.** He had a 


“Love of solitude is the constant expectation of death. He that 
without this meditation enters solitude, having other thoughts, cannot bear 
those things which, for the sake of solitude, he must bear from all sides: to 
die for the sake of God, and to live in God. The accomplishment of life is 
meditation upon death for the sake of God. This brings our mind near to 
union with God, says Euagrius.” Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 65, 310; Bedjan, 
Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 462. 

“Tf there is a second apperception of the senses, which generates 
and gives birth to desire, as Evagrius says, then those who dwell in doubt 
must keep silence, promising to preserve their mind in peace.” Isaac, Mystic 
Treatises, 1,3; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 4. 

“Manual work is called by Evagrius an impediment to the 
recollection of God.” Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 4, 40; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus 
Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 57. 

“The blessed Evagrius has well said: A clear way is founded upon 
mercy.” Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 65, 306; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De 
Perfectione Religiosa, 456. 

Similar other quotes can be seen in Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 8, 72; 
22, 116; 22, 118; 65, 297; 72, 333; 72, 334; 74, 345; 77, 357; 81, 383; 
Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 106; 171; 174; 175; 
444; 495; 497; 498; 513; 532; 573. 

The name of Macarius also mentioned and quoted many times: 

“He was vituperated for this in a loving way by the blessed 
Macarius who said to him: Why doest thou flee from us? The holy solitary 
made a wonderful praiseworthy apology: God knows that I love you; but I 
cannot be with God and with men.” Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 41, 207; 
Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 310. 

Similar other quotes: Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 60, 283; 72, 332; 72, 
333; 72, 336; 80, 377; 81, 381; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De 
Perfectione Religiosa, 422; 495; 500; 563; 569. 

“8 Isaac mentions Ephrem by name: “So it is becoming for us, as 
the blessed Mar Ephraim says, that we make our soul resemble at all times a 
ship that is prepared [for sea].” Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 62, 292; Bedjan, 
Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 437. 

“Oppression is eradicated by compassion and renunciation. If thou 
leavest the plant in its place, thou wilt have to struggle with some other 


SIGs 


Life and Works of Isaac the Syrian 


thorough knowledge of many patristic translations. To quote 
Alfeyev: “Among patristic translations, Isaac had knowledge of 
the Corpus Areopagiticum, the Macarian Homilies, the 
Apophthegmata patrum, the writings of Mark the Hermit, Abba 
Isaias, Nilus of Ancyra (fifth century), The Life of Saint Antony 
written by Athanasius of Alexandria (fourth century), as well 
as other hagiographic, ascetical and dogmatic literature.” 
According to Brock, Isaac was also familiar with the West 
Syriac authors of the fifth and the sixth centuries, namely, Isaac 
of Antioch (d. ca. 460), Jacob of Serugh (ca. 451-521), Sergius 
of Resh‘aina (d. ca. 536), Hierotheos (6" cent.) and especially 
Philoxenus of Mabbug’s (ca. 440-523) main ascetical writings, 
the Discourses and the Letter to Patricius.°’ Brock claims that 
he has read the Syriac translations of the select works of Greek 
authors like Ammonius (ca. 175-242), Antony of Egypt (ca. 
251-356), Basil (ca. 330-379), Macarius (ca. 300-390), 
Evagrius of Pontus (ca. 346-399), Abba Isaiah (late 4" cent.), 
Theodore of Mopsuestia (ca. 309-428), Nilus of Sinai (d. ca. 
430), Pseudo Dionysius (late 5" to early 6" cent.) and the 
writings such as Lausiac History, Historia Monachorum and 


thing, according to the word of the great teacher Mar Afrem.” Isaac, Mystic 
Treatises, 5, 44; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 63. 

Other examples: Isaac uses Ephrem’s De Fide, 9:12 without 
mentioning his name. Cf. Brock, tr., The Second Part, 18/4, 97. When 
explaining ‘purity of heart,’ Isaac uses Aphrahat’s Demonstrations, 4/1 
without mentioning his name. Cf. Brock, tr., The Second Part, 15/2, 85. 

Brock opines that when Isaac explains the symbol of leaf, which is 
placed above the Ark, as the symbol of the humanity of our Lord, he had the 
homily of Narsai in mind. Cf. Brock, tr., The Second Part, 11/15, 57; 
Narsai, Homily on the Tabernacle, 183-184; Frishman, “Type and Reality in 
the Exegetical Homilies of Mar Narsai,” 173-174. 

® Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 32; Hansbury, 
“Insight without sight: Wonder as an Aspect for Revelation in the 
Discourses of Isaac the Syrian,” 61. 

°° Cf. Brock, “Introduction,” in Brock, tr., The Second Part, XVIII. 
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Apophthegmata.°' Theodore of Mopsuestia and Diodore of 
Tarsus were Isaac’s main authorities in the field of dogmatics 
and exegesis. In the Church of the East Theodore of 
Mopsuestia was called by the name ‘The Interpreter’ and 
regarded him as the main authority in all matters of faith. Isaac 


>! Cf. Brock, “Introduction,” in Brock, tr., The Second Part, XVII- 
XIX. The Lausiac History (Historia Lausiaca) is a work written in 419-420 
by Palladius of Helenopolis. It remains an important source for the history 
of the beginnings of monasticism. This work is translated into Latin and 
numerous eastern languages. Cf. Zincone, “Palladius of Helenopolis,” 28. 
Ryan, The Spirituality of the New Testament and the Fathers, 307; Quasten, 
Patrology, Vol. 3, 177; A Monk of the Eastern Church, Orthodox 
Spirituality, 13. 

Historia Monachorum, attributed to Rufinus of Aquileia, is also an 
inspired work in the Eastern Churches. It is an account of a journey to holy 
Egyptian Fathers, undertaken in 394 by a deacon with a group of laity, 
narrated to the community of the Mount of Olives in Jerusalem. (Cf. 
Gribomont, “Historia Monachorum,” 261. 

The Apophthegmata of the Fathers is various collections of 
reflections and anecdotes that are the fruit of the spiritual experience in the 
desert spread from the 4" century. Cf. Ramelli, “Apophthegmata Patrum,” 
187; Behr-Sigel, The Place of the Heart, 52-53; Ryan, The Spirituality of 
the New Testament and the Fathers, 312; Stewart, “Radical Honesty about 
the Self,” 25; Quasten, Patrology, Vol. 3, 168; Ware, “Ways of Prayer and 
Contemplation,” 396; Ware, “Apophthegmata,” 19-20. 

°° Isaac was influenced by the exegetical tradition of Theodore of 
Mopsuestia in concerns like sin, death, time limit of punishment in 
Gehenna, resurrection etc. Diodore also influenced Isaac in his teaching on 
Gehenna. Cf. Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 33; 
Naduviledam, Eschatological Vision of St. Isaac the Syrian, 33-37; 
Theodore of Mopsuestia, Fragments on Genesis, 637; Kavvadas, “On the 
Relation Between the Eschatological Doctrine of Isaac of Nineveh and 
Theodore of Mopsuestia,” 247; Isaac, The Second Part, 39/11-13, 167-169; 
Shelém6n, The Book of the Bee, 162-164. 
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refers to the works of Theodore by calling him, ‘the Blessed 
Interpreter.”> He writes: 


Anyone who likes can turn to the writings of the Blessed 
Interpreter, a man who had his sufficient fill of the gifts of 
grace, who was entrusted with the hidden mysteries of the 
Scriptures, enabling him to instruct on the path to truth the 
whole community of the Church; who, above all, has 
illumined us Orientals with wisdom - nor is our mind’s 
vision capable enough (to bear) the brilliancy of his 
compositions, inspired by the divine Spirit.” 


In his writings, Isaac speaks of Diodore of Tarsus with great 
respect.” He calls him ‘a trustworthy witness,’ ‘a person of 
high intelligence,’ “someone from whose fountain the clear- 
sounding Theodore himself drank,’ ‘the great teacher of the 


°? Theodore was regarded as the greatest living commentator and 
combatant of heresy. He wrote on nearly all the books of the Old 
Testament and the New Testament. He did it by carefully examining the 
meaning of each verse from a straightforward, historical, unallegorical 
approach. His thinking was very systematic. With the aid of definite, 
clearly stated principles he endeavoured to clarify the many obscurities of 
Scripture, and this gave his commentaries evident pedagogical attraction. 
Once the translation was completed, Theodore of Mopsuestia became the 
main Biblical commentator of the Church of the East. All subsequent 
spiritual writers of this tradition, including Isaac the Syrian, referred to him 
as ‘the Blessed Interpreter.’ Cf. Miller, “Epilogue,” in Isaac, The Ascetical 
Homilies, 489; 503; Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 18; 
Brock, tr., The Second Part, 39/7, 166; Brock, “The ‘Nestorian’ Church,” 
29; Hainthaler, Christ in Christian Tradition, Vol. 2, Part 3, 227; Hagman, 
“Asceticism as Political Theology,” 264; Becker, Fear of God and the 
Beginning of Wisdom, 113; Védbus, History of the School of Nisibis, 299. 
Cf. Flinn, “Councils, Ecumenical,” 194; Wood, The Chronicle of Seert, 11; 
Kuzhuppil, The Vision of the Prophet Isaiah, 8. 

** Brock, tr., The Second Part, 39/7, 166. 

°° Cf. Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 33. 
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Church,’ ‘wonderful among the teachers’ and ‘instructor of 
Theodore.””® 


Isaac was always faithful to the traditions of the Church 
concerning his teachings. In the Patristic field, he stands as a 
traditional writer. Alfeyev comments: “We can see that in his 
choice of authors, in the fields both of dogmatics and of 
asceticism, Isaac was faithful to the tradition of his Church. He 
must be therefore considered as a traditional writer.”*’ 


2.2. The Originality of Isaac’s Teachings 


It has been seen the influence of many traditional 
writers in the writings of Isaac. However, Isaac is considered 
as one of the most original authors, not only in the Church of 
the East but also in the mystical literature of all Christianity.”* 
His originality lies, “not in opposing his mystical vision to a 
traditional one, but rather, as an heir of the same tradition and 
experience as his predecessors, in expressing this experience in 
the new and original language and in many cases in coming to 
new solutions of old problems.” The book entitled Early 
Fathers from the Philokalia displays the originality of his 
writings: “St. Isaac wrote much, and all he wrote was written 
from experience. Everything he put down in writing was first 
experienced by him in active practice, and those whom he 
guided he taught by his own activity. In the wilderness too he 
continued to be a spring of pure and life-giving water that 


°° Cf. Brock, tr., The Second Part, 39/10-11, 167. Brock, ed., The 
Second Part, 39/10-11, 157. 

°” Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 34. 

** Cf. Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 34. 

» Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 34; Hunt, “The 
Monk as Mourner,” 147; Akiki, “The Ritual of Tears in Isaac of Nineveh,” 
157; Yegorova, “Ascetical Text in the Old Russian Tradition,” 236-238. 
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never dried, abundantly quenching the thirst of his brethren’s 
souls.”°° 


Isaac was courageous in expressing his own opinions 
on ascetical and dogmatic matters. But he always tried to 
support his ideas by following the patristic tradition. He could 
speak openly of his personal experience of the ascetical life. 
But to confirm it he referred to the experience of others.°' By 
combining full freedom of thought with fidelity to the Church’s 
tradition, Isaac maintained his life in harmony with his 
Church.” It is because of his orthodoxy to the tradition of the 
Church he became popular throughout the centuries. Alfeyev 
claims: “By the conformity of Isaac’s experience and theology 
to the tradition one of the secrets of Isaac’s enormous 
popularity throughout the centuries is explained. From age to 
age, Christians have found in him a great teacher whose 
spiritual experience speaks to ever new generations.””° 


After many years of experience in the monastic 
discipline, only toward the end of his life, Isaac began to write 
his teaching.” Enduring and constant experience of stillness is 
necessary to produce good fruits of asceticism and expose good 


°° Kadloubovsky and Palmer, trs., Early Fathers from the 
Philokalia, 182; Cf. Janeras, “Some Examples of Changes of Meaning in 
the Latin and Vernacular Translations of Isaac the Syrian,” 75. 

°! Cf. Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 34; 
Gabriel, “From Greek to Syriac- and Back,” 142; Tamcke, “Understanding 
Isaac of Nineveh,” 278. 

° Cf. Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 34; 
Wensinck, “Introduction,” in Isaac, Mystic Treatises, XV; Unnik, Nestorian 
Questions on the Administration of the Eucharist, 139. 

° Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 34. 

Cf. Miller, “Introduction,” in Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, \xxi. 
Isaac’s writings “represent the fruits of long experience of, and insight into, 
the interior life of the soul.” Cf. Brock, Spirituality in the Syriac Tradition, 
32. 
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spiritual learning. Isaac affirms: “From a man who has not 
gained experience of prolonged stillness do not expect to learn 
anything further about the good things of asceticism, even if he 
is a great sage and a teacher, having many achievements 
behind him.”® About the value of words spoken or written, he 
says, “Love uncouthness of speech joined with knowledge 
from inner experience more than to spill forth rivers of 
instruction from the keenness of your mind and from a deposit 
of hearsay and writings of ink.”°° To transmit virtues to the 
hearer, one must talk of virtues from one’s own experience. 
This was the stand of Isaac, and he says, “A man who talks of 
virtue from the experience of his own labour transmits virtue to 
his hearer just as though he distributes money earned from his 
own commerce, and as it were from out of his own 
possessions, he sows his teaching in the ears of those who give 
him ear.”°’ As he wrote after long years of experience, his 
writings found filled with spiritual power and authority. His 
own words make this idea clear: 


Having been tempted over a great length of time in things 
from the right hand and from the left, and testing myself 
often in both, and having received countless blows from the 
adversary, and been deemed worthy of great and secret aid, I 
have carried on an examination of myself for many long 
years; and through experience and God’s grace I have 
learned that the foundation of all good things, the return of 
the soul from the enemy’s captivity, and the path which 
leads to the light, and itself brings life, are these two virtuous 
activities: to remain collected in one place, and to fast 
perpetually. 


°° Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 64, 308. 
° Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 4, 32. 
°7 Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 1, 8. 
°8 Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 40, 197. 
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Isaac did not value an ability to write cleverly about things 
which had not been experienced.” He was universally 
accredited by all the monks, of all parts of the Eastern Church, 
as a master of spirituality who knew what he was talking about 
from personal experience. He was one of the most mature and 
gentle authors on the spiritual life from Christian antiquity.” 


3. Writings of Isaac 


Among the Syriac Fathers, the poet-theologian St. 
Ephrem of the fourth century and the influential monastic 
writer Isaac the Syrian of the seventh century are the only two 
writers reasonably well known outside the Church of the 
East.’' Isaac the Syrian was not only a man of learning and 
wide reading but also a man with quite remarkable insights. To 
quote Brock: 


His extensive writings show that not only was he a man of 
learning and wide reading, but also someone with quite 
remarkable insight into the depths of the human psyche - a 
psychoanalyst and psychotherapist long before 
psychoanalysis and psychotherapy became known as 
professions. It is thanks to these gifts that he continues to be 
read right up to the present day; indeed, it is likely that he 
has had far more readers this century than at any previous 
time. 


Almost all of Isaac’s teachings are applicable to all 
Christians.” It was his wish that his brethren would not simply 
read his book in an idle way, but that they would put his 


°° Cf. Hunt, Joy-Bearing Grief, 132. 

Cf. McGuckin, “Christian Spirituality in Byzantium and the 
East (600-1700),” 97-98. 

™ Cf. Brock, “St. Isaac of Nineveh: Some Newly-Discovered 
Works,” 109. 

™ Brock, “Syriac Culture in the Seventh Century,” 274. 

”® Cf. Brock, “Divine Call and Human Response,” 68. 
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teachings into practice. He records: “This homily which I now 
compose for the kindling and enlightenment of our souls, and 
of those who come across it, with the hope that, perchance, 
some might rouse themselves by reason of their desire for what 
I speak of, and endeavour to practise it.””* 


The writings of Isaac have been translated into different 
languages. Its influence is particularly noticeable in Russian 
spirituality, religious philosophy and literature of the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries.” On Mount Athos, his 
works are favoured in monastic reading.”° His teachings were 
the main inspiration behind the monastic revival in the Coptic 
Orthodox Church in Egypt. Through modern translations into 
English, French and Italian, his writings have also appreciated 
by many outside the monastic circles.”” 


™ Tsaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 23, 115. 

® Cf. Clément, The Roots of Christian Mysticism, 345. 
Dostoyevsky, a Russian novelist, was very much influenced by the thoughts 
of Isaac the Syrian. Isaac’s influence is present in his Crime and 
Punishment and in The Brothers Karamazov. He was deeply influenced by 
Isaac’s homilies and used some of them as a source material for these 
books. Cf. Salvestroni, “Isaac of Nineveh and Dostoyevsky’s Work,” 249- 
251. 

7° Mount Athos is located in Northern Greece. It is known as the 
‘holy mountain,’ a centre of Byzantine and Eastern Orthodox Monasticism. 
Athos comprised a federation of numerous Monasteries, populated mostly 
by Greek-speaking monks. Athos is dedicated to and protected by the 
Blessed Virgin Mary. Of the twenty ruling Monasteries existing today, 
seventeen are Greek, one Serbian, one Russian, and one Bulgarian. Cf. 
Skedros, “Athos, Mount,” 81; Conomos, “Mount Athos,” 403; French, The 
Way of a Pilgrim and the Pilgrim Continues His Way, 6; Baum and 
Winkler, The Church of the East, 162; Brock, “An Introduction to Syriac 
Studies,” 9; Allison, “Mount Athos, Greece,” 889-892. 

7” Cf. Brock, ed. & tr., The Wisdom of St. Isaac of Nineveh, 3" ed., 
iv; Brock, “Syriac Culture in the Seventh Century,” 274; Spidlik, The 
Spirituality of the Christian East, 15. 
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About the writings of Isaac, the earliest sources give 
incompatible information.’ Jésusdenah, in his Book of 
Chastity, writes: “He wrote books on the divine way of life of 
the solitaries. He wrote three works which were disapproved 
of by many people.”” But in the West Syriac Document, 
published by Rahmani, it sees another statement: “He wrote 
five volumes which are known to this day [consisting of] sweet 
teaching. This is attested by Mar Dazedeq in the letter which 
he wrote to his pupil Bushir, to the monastery of Mar Shabir, 
saying thus: I thank our Lord for your diligence which has sent 
me the teaching of Mar Isaac of Nineveh.”*’ Anyway, the 
works of Isaac in Syriac survive today in three confirmed 
parts.*’ It is now generally known as The First Part, The 
Second Part and The Third Part. However, there are 
references about a Fourth Part and a Fifth Part too. Let each of 
them be analyzed briefly. 


3.1. The First Part 


The original text of The First Part has come down to us 
in two different manuscript traditions, the Eastern and the 
Western. The Eastern is reproduced in Bedjan’s edition Mar 
Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, printed in 1909." 
This is considered as the only existing edition of The First 


’ Cf. Kozah, “The Fourth Part of Isaac Qatraya’s Ascetical 
Homilies in Garshuni,” 473. 

” Jésusdenah, Le Livre de la Chasteté, 53-54; Kozah, “The Fourth 
Part of Isaac Qatraya’s Ascetical Homilies in Garshuni,” 473. 

8° Rahmani, Studia Syriaca I, 32-33; Kozah, “The Fourth Part of 
Isaac Qatraya’s Ascetical Homilies in Garshuni,” 473. 

*! Cf Kozah, “The Fourth Part of Isaac Qatraya’s Ascetical 
Homilies in Garshuni,” 473; Brock, “Isaac the Syrian,” 995. 

*° The citation of this edition is, Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De 
Perfectione Religiosa, Otto Harrassowitz, Paris, 1909. Cf. Miller, 
“Introduction,” in Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, \xxvii. 
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Part.’ The Western manuscript tradition is represented by the 
Sinai ninth or the tenth century manuscript known as Syriac 24 
and by two Vatican manuscripts namely, Vat. Syr. 125 of the 
tenth century and Vat. Syr. 124 of the fourteenth century.** 
Alfeyev, together with Miller, the editor of the English 
translation of the Greek text, undoubtedly states that it is the 
Eastern manuscript which reflects the original text of Isaac. 
According to him, the Western is a Syrian Orthodox reworking 
of Isaac’s teachings.*° 


The Syriac text edited by Bedjan in 1909, by the title 
Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa served as the 
basis for the well-known English translation by Wensinck, 
published in 1923, titled as Mystic Treatises by Isaac of 
Nineveh.*° This translation, that is to say, the pages 1-581 of 
Bedjan’s edition is known as ‘The First Half of the Works of 


3 Cf. Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 29; Kessel, 
“The Manuscript Heritage of Isaac of Nineveh,” 72. 

Cf. Miller, “Introduction,” in Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 
Ixxvii-Ixxviii. The main differences between the two families of Syriac 
manuscripts are: 1) the Eastern has many passages and eight homilies which 
are missing in the Western 2) the Western contains a few passages which 
are not found in the Eastern 3) many quotations in the Eastern manuscripts 
are attributed to Theodore of Mopsuestia, Diodore of Tarsus and Evagrius. 
While in the Western, these quotations are attributed to other authors. 
Kessel, “Sinai Syr. 24 as an Important Witness to the Reception History of 
Some Syriac Ascetic Texts,” 208; Alfeyev, “In Search of a Spiritual Pearl,” 
18. 

® Cf. Alfeyev, Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 29; Miller, 
“Introduction,” in Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, \xxviii; Pirard, “Critical 
Edition of the Greek Version of The Ascetic Homilies of St. Isaac the 
Syrian,” 56. 

*° Cf. Brock, “St. Isaac of Nineveh and Syriac Spirituality,” 100; 
Brock, “From Qatar to Tokyo, By Way of Mar Saba,” 480. 
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Mar Isaac.’*’ The Greek translation from Syriac in the eighth 
or the ninth century at the Monastery of St. Sabas near 
Jerusalem also corresponds to the same extent to the Syriac 
text, which is translated by Wensinck. Now, an amazing 
English translation of this Greek text is also available under the 
title, The Ascetical Homilies of Saint Isaac the Syrian, 
published by the Holy Transfiguration Monastery (HTM), 
Brookline in 1984.** 


The First Part of Isaac’s writings consists of 82 
discourses. Through its Greek translation, first published in 
1770 in Athens the extracts of Isaac reached the Philokalia. 
Some of them were included into the Russian Philokalia, while 
an entire volume of the Romanian Philokalia is dedicated to 
him.*” A long section of Isaac found in The Early Fathers 
from the Philokalia is the translation of the Russian edition of 
that work.”? Now, the translations of the writings of Isaac 
have been in different languages.’ Under Isaac’s name, there 


*’ The pages 582-639 of Bedjan’s publication contain some 
extracts from other works of Isaac, which Bedjan did not edit because he 
did not have manuscripts which were sufficient for this purpose. He 
considered the works from which these extracts were taken as genuine. Cf. 
Wensinck, “Introduction,” in Isaac, Mystic Treatises, XII. 

8 Cf. Brock, “St. Isaac of Nineveh: Some Newly-Discovered 
Works,” 109; Brock, “Isaac the Syrian,” 995. 

*° Cf. Brock., “Isaac the Syrian,” 995; Brock, “Greek into Syriac 
and Syriac into Greek,” 15-16; Brock, “Syriac Literature,” 32. 

”° Cf. Brock, “St. Isaac of Nineveh and Syriac Spirituality,” 101. 

*! From Greek, the writings of Isaac were translated into Georgian 
(tenth century), Slavonic (fourteenth century) and Latin (fifteenth century); 
from Latin, they were translated into Portuguese, Spanish, Catalan, French, 
and Italian (fifteenth and sixteenth centuries). Later, his writings were 
translated from the Greek printed edition into Romanian (1781), Russian 
(1854 and 1911), Modern Greek (1871), French (1981), and English (1984); 
and from Russian, they were translated into Japanese (1909). From the 
Syriac Isaac’s writings were in ancient times translated into Arabic (ninth 


~37~ 


Life and Works of Isaac the Syrian 


are five more texts incorporated with the Greek translation. 
But they are not in fact by him.” 


3.2. The Second Part 


The existence of The Second Part was known to Bedjan, 
and he published some fragments of it in his edition of The 
First Part using a manuscript which was lost later.”> However, 


century) and Ethiopic (before the fourteenth century), and in modern times, 
in part into German (1876), and then into English (1923) and in part, into 
Italian (1984). Cf. Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 30; 
Brock, “St. Isaac of Nineveh (St. Isaac the Syrian),” 114; Brock, tr., The 
Wisdom of Saint Isaac the Syrian, v; Brock, “From Qatar to Tokyo, By Way 
of Mar Saba,” 478-480; Brock, Spirituality in the Syriac Tradition, 3; 
Brock, “Crossing the Boundaries,” 222-225; Brock, “Syriac Literature,” 31- 
32; Pataridze, “Isaac from the Monastery of Mar Saba,” 41; Cambraia and 
Castilho, “Um Ensaio de Estematica,” 18; Cambraia, “Do Isaac de Joao 
Cassiano ao Isaac de Ninive,” 114-115; Brock, “Syriac Culture in the 
Seventh Century,” 274; Ryan, The Spirituality of the New Testament and 
the Fathers, 427; Pataridze, “Isaac from the Monastery of Mar Saba,” 39- 
40; Yegorova, “Ascetical Text in the Old Russian Tradition,” 229; Tamcke, 
“Understanding Isaac of Nineveh,” 271. 

*? Four of them are by another, later, monastic writer of the Church 
of the East, John the Elder who is also known as John Saba or John of 
Dalyatha. The fifth one is the shortened form of a letter on the spiritual life 
by the Syrian Orthodox theologian, Philoxenus of Mabbug, who died in 
523. Cf. Brock, tr., The Wisdom of Saint Isaac the Syrian, iv-v; Brock, 
“Crossing the Boundaries,” 226; Brock, “Syriac into Greek at Mar Saba,” 
204-205; Brock, “Syriac Literature,” 32; Pataridze, “Isaac from the 
Monastery of Mar Saba,” 43-45. 

°° Cf. Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 31. Bedjan 
collected the extracts (pp. 582-600) from a manuscript which he had seen in 
Urmiah (North-West Iran), containing ‘The Second Half.’ He further noted 
another manuscript in Paris (Syr. 298), whose beginning and the end had 
been lost, also contained fragments of the same texts. The Urmiah 
manuscript was evidently complete. But it has never been seen again, and 
must now be presumed lost. According to Brock, this loss might have been 
occurred in the course of the ugly events of 1918, when the Christian 
community in Urmiah had to flee the area. Cf. Brock, “St. Isaac of 
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in 1983, Brock identified in the Bodleian Library, Oxford, a 
tenth or eleventh century manuscript, Syr. e. 7, containing the 
complete text of The Second Part.* It contains forty-two 
separate texts. Two of them are repetitions of the numbers 54 
and 55 from the Wensinck’s translation of The First Part.” 
The third chapter is the longest one and is known as ‘Chapters 
on Knowledge.’ This is corresponding to the Greek 
Kephalaia Gnostica of Evagrius.’’ This third chapter which 


Nineveh: Some Newly-Discovered Works,” 109; Brock, “St. Isaac of 
Nineveh (St. Isaac the Syrian),” 115. 

* Cf. Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 31. 
According to Brock, “The only manuscript which contains the whole of the 
‘second Part’ virtually complete is one of the tenth/eleventh century, housed 
since 1896 in the Bodleian Library, Oxford, but originally written for a 
certain Rabban Isho, ‘the spiritual guide of the time,’ in the monastery of 
‘Abdisho, near the villages of Dere and Kom (modern Komane) in the 
Sapna valley, East South East of ‘Amadya, in northern Iraq.” Brock, “St. 
Isaac the Syrian: Two Unpublished Texts,” 7. The announcement of the 
new discovery was seen in Brock, “St. Isaac of Nineveh: some newly 
discovered works,” 28-33; Kessel, “The Manuscript Heritage of Isaac of 
Nineveh,” 80-81; Kessel, “New Manuscript Witnesses to the ‘Second Part’ 
of Isaac of Nineveh,” 245; Binns, The T&T Clark History of Monasticism, 
184. 

°° Cf. Brock, “St. Isaac of Nineveh: Some Newly-Discovered 
Works,” 109. 

°° The Chapters on Knowledge consist of four sets of ‘centuries’ or 
collections of hundred sayings. These large chapters constituted 
independent expressions of Isaac’s thought and were composed as his own 
comments to his text. Their organization into ‘centuries’ must be 
considered as a later editorial effort. Cf. Kessel, “Isaac of Nineveh’s 
Chapters on Knowledge,” 253; Kessel, “Life is Short, the Art is Long,” 138. 

°7 Cf. Brock, “St. Isaac of Nineveh: Some Newly-Discovered 
Works,” 109. This type of chapters which contain a collection of monastic 
maxims, composed to be reflected and meditated upon, was very popular in 
the Christian tradition. In Greek, this type of chapters is known as 
Kephalaia. It is believed to have been introduced by Evagrius Ponticus, one 
of the most influential authors in the field of monastic theology and 
mysticism. Evagrius’ work, the Kephalaia Gnostica, is survived in Syriac 
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contains the sayings on spiritual knowledge has been translated 
into Italian by Bettiolo in 1985.’* The remaining texts consist 
of a great variety of different topics.” Quite a lot of 
fascinating prayers are incorporated into these texts, and one 
chapter really consists of a collection of thirty prayers.'°° 
Brock edited and published the chapters IV-XLI of The Second 
Part with an English translation in the Corpus Scriptorum 


translation and is caused to read by many during the fifth and sixth 
centuries. Cf. Kessel, “Isaac of Nineveh’s Chapters on Knowledge,” 253- 
254. Sufficient extracts from these chapters are to be found in a Syriac 
monastic collection, in the library of St. Catherine’s monastery, Sinai. Cf. 
Brock, “St. Isaac the Syrian: Two Unpublished Texts,” 9; Makarov, “St. 
Isaac of Nineveh: The Chapters of the Second Treatise on Knowledge,” 39; 
Evagrius, The Praktikos & Chapters on Prayer, Ix. 

8 Cf. Brock, “St. Isaac of Nineveh (St. Isaac the Syrian),” 115; 
Kessel, “Isaac of Nineveh’s Chapters on Knowledge,” 251; Brock, 
“Introduction,” in Brock, tr., The Second Part, XV. The Italian translation 
by Bettiolo is entitled as Isacco di Ninive: Discorsi Spirituali: Capitoli sulla 
conoscenza, preghiera, contemplazione sull’argomento del Gehenna, altri 
opuscoli, Communita di Bose, Magnano, 1985 (Chapter IH, Zhe Second 
Part) 51-197. Cf. Naduviledam, Eschatological Vision of St. Isaac the 
Syrian, 149. 

*”” The headings of the chapters are like as follows: ‘Letter on 
various kinds of stillness, On hidden prayer, On the birth of spiritual 
perception in the soul, On the spiritual meaning of the mystery of the Cross, 
On pure and undistracted prayer, On the preservation of hidden wakefulness 
in the soul, Whence continuous weeping is born, On interior humility, On 
the comfort provided by God’s compassion to those who remain in stillness 
for the sake of God, On thanksgiving in times of trial and The spiritual 
understanding of the subject of Gehenna in so far as it is possible for grace 
to be granted to human nature to form opinions on the mysteries.’ Cf. 
Brock, “St. Isaac of Nineveh: Some Newly-Discovered Works,” 110. 

'©° In this fifth chapter, Isaac gives his readers a total collection of 
prayers. From the introduction of this chapter, it is clear that these prayers 
were to be memorised and used at times of peace and of displeasures. By 
making use of these prayers, one may find comfort, his soul will receive 
sanctification and will be filled with the grace of the Holy Spirit. Cf. Brock, 
“The Prayers of St. Isaac the Syrian,” 20-22. 
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Christianorum Orientalium (CSCO)."°' Excerpts from these 


chapters have also been identified among some anonymous 
texts in two medieval monastic collections. '°* This Second Part 
of Isaac’s work was never translated into Greek. Even so, 
among, Syriac readers, this seems to have been quite widely 
read. 


3.3. The Third Part 


The Third Part, of Isaac the Syrian’s discourses, has 
come into light recently in a single manuscript, which was 
discovered by the Archbishop of Tehran of the Chaldeans Msgr 
Yuhanna Samaan Issayi. This was edited and translated into 
Italian by Chiala under the title Zsacco di Ninive: Discorsi 


'0l The Syriac version is found in Brock, ed., Isaac of Nineveh 
(Isaac the Syrian): The Second Part, Chapters IV-XLI, CSCO 554, Syr. 224, 
Louvain, 1995 and its English translation is in Brock, tr., Isaac of Nineveh 
(Isaac the Syrian): The Second Part, Chapters IV-XLI, CSCO 555, Syr.225, 
Louvain, 1995. Cf. Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 31. 

'? “Chaldean Monastery (Baghdad) syr. 680 (East Syrian, olim 
Alqosh, Notre Dame desSemences 237; dated A.D. 1288/9) and Mingana 
syr. 68 (West Syrian; c. 1300). The former manuscript is the source of three 
modern copies, two of which are now in western libraries, Vatican syr. 509 
(dated 1928) and Mingana syr. 601 (dated 1932).” Brock, tr., The Second 
Part, xvi. 

' Brock states, “The great East Syriac mystic Joseph the Seer 
(eighth century), writing under the name of his brother ‘Abdisho,’ quotes 
from Kephalaia 1.9, specifically ascribing it to ‘the glorious among the 
saints, Mar Isaac.’ That the Kephalaia in Part II was also known and read in 
Chalcedonian (Melkite) circles is shown by the inclusion of Kephalaia IV. 
21-23 (mid) at the end of a collection of excerpts from ‘Mar Isaac of 
Nineveh’ in a manuscript written in A.D. 882 in a monastery near Beirut. 
Syrian Orthodox monks were likewise aware of Part II, for Barhebraeus 
quotes several times from it in his Ethicon, and excerpta are included in the 
West Syrian monastic anthology in Mingana syr. 86.” Brock, tr., The 
Second Part, xvi-xvii; Seppala, In Speechless Ecstasy, 14. 
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ascetici, terza collezionei and was published in the CSCO.'™ 
The English translation of this is also done recently by 
Hansbury.'” 


The manuscript which contains The Third Part of 
Isaac’s teachings is influenced to a certain extent by Theodore 
of Mopsuestia, Evagrius and John the Solitary. But, in 
Hansbury’s opinion, the most striking influence on Isaac, at 
least in this manuscript, is the Scripture. There are many 
citations and allusions to Scripture in this manuscript which 
make it almost like a sub-text.'"° 


The content of The Third Part seems to be more in- 
depth and powerful. The same concepts already found in The 
First Part and in The Second Part are also seen here. But it is 
found as clarification of important themes in The First Part and 
in The Second Part. The chapters I-IV, VIII, IX, and XVI 
explain the theme prayer and intimacy with God and the 
chapters V, VI and IX explains God’s infinite love for creation. 
The chapters VII and X are texts of prayers and XII and XIII 
are letters sent to solitaries in difficulty. '°’ 


'4 The works are: Chiala, ed., Isacco Di Ninive Terza Collezione, 
CSCO 637, Syr. 246, 2011 and Chiala, tr., Isacco Di Ninive Terza 
Collezione, CSCO 638, Syr. 247, 2011. Cf. Brock, “Isaac the Syrian,” 995; 
Brock, ed. & tr., The Wisdom of St. Isaac of Nineveh, xiv; Kessel, “The 
Manuscript Heritage of Isaac of Nineveh,” 83-84. 

'S The English translation of The Third Part is based on the 
manuscript preserved in Tehran, Issayi Collection, manuscript 5. This 
manuscript contains 133 folios. Of these 111 folios, that is, 17 texts are by 
Isaac. Of these 14 texts, 1-13 and 16 had not previously been known. The 
texts 14 and 15 are appearing as 22 and 40 in The First Part, and 17 
corresponds to 25 in The Second Part. Hansbury excluded these three 
chapters from this translation. Cf. Hansbury, “Isaac the Syrian: The Third 
Part,” 281. 

'°° Cf, Hansbury, “Isaac the Syrian: The Third Part,” 282-283. 

'°7 Cf. Hansbury, “Isaac the Syrian: The Third Part,” 281-282. 
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3.4. The Fourth Part and The Fifth Part 


No traces of The Fourth Part have so far been 
discovered in Syriac manuscripts. But it has been in 
Garshuni.'°* Concerning it, there exist several Garshuni 
manuscripts. They are translations of the writings of Isaac 
divided into four parts. The oldest of these manuscripts are 
found in the Charfet collection namely, Charfet ar. 7/2 and 
Charfet ar.7/3, date back to the thirteenth and fourteenth 
centuries. Another old manuscript is found in the St. Mary Al 
Sourian Monastery in Egypt, named as MS 153. Three later 
manuscripts which contain or refer to four parts are Vat. Sir. 
198, a sixteenth century manuscript in the Vatican Library, 
Bodleian Syr. 150 in the Bodleian Library and Cambridge 
D.d.15.2, a seventeenth century manuscript in the Cambridge 
University Library. The manuscript Cambridge 3279 may 
contain fragments of The Fourth Part. The finally found 
manuscript with The Fourth Part is Kaslik, OLM 1580, an 
eighteenth century manuscript in the Kaslik collection which 
appears to be a copy of Vatican Syr. 198.'° In two of the 
earliest manuscripts namely, Charfet Armalet 2/7 and Charfet 


'8 Cf. Kozah, “The Fourth Part of Isaac Qatraya’s Ascetical 
Homilies in Garshuni,” 474. The term ‘Garshuni’ originally referred to 
Arabic texts written in Syriac script. Most Garshuni texts are written in 
serto, the Western variety of Syriac script, being produced in the West- 
Syrian milieu. Here, the emergence and development of Garshuni may be 
connected with the dominance of Arabic, which severely limited the active 
use of the traditional language. This system was in use in East-Syrian 
circles too. It was mainly among East-Syrians that Syriac script was used 
for writing various Eastern languages, in territories where other languages 
were more attractive than Arabic. The Garshuni system is an Arabic writing 
system in Syriac dress. Cf. Mengozzi, “The History of Garshuni as a 
Writing System,” 297-299. 

' Cf. Kozah, “The Fourth Part of Isaac Qatraya’s Ascetical 
Homilies in Garshuni,” 474. 
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Rahmani 261, The Fourth Part does not end but conclude with 
six long sermons of the Kephalaia Gnostica. Scholars who 
have studied the writings of Isaac in Garshuni have only 
managed to find an approximate relationship with the existing 
Syriac texts.''° 


The Fifth Part of Isaac the Syrian’s writings is now 
edited and published by Chiala, and its English translation is 
done recently by Hansbury.''' There have been found four 
available manuscripts of The Fifth Part and three manuscripts 
where The Fifth Part is either cited or mentioned. There are 
two lost manuscripts too.'’” The style of The Fifth Part is very 
different from Isaac’s The First Part, The Second Part and The 
Third Part. However, according to Hansbury, it is of Isaac 
himself. The first section of The Fifth Part is mainly a 
collection of Biblical passages in support of what will be stated 
in the second section. A good number of the quotations are 
from the Old Testament. The theme of God’s infinite mercy 


"!° Cf. Kozah, “The Fourth Part of Isaac Qatraya’s Ascetical 
Homilies in Garshuni,” 476-477. 

''l Chiala edited The Fifth Part under the title Dall’ascesi 
eremitica alla misericordia infinita. Ricerche su Isacco di Ninive e la sua 
fortuna and published in Biblioteca della Rivista di Storia e Letteratura 
Religiosa, Studi 14, Florence, 2002, 71-72. Its English translation by 
Hansbury is “Two Discourses on the Fifth Part of Isaac the Syrian’s 
Writings,” in Kozah M. et al., eds., An Anthology of Syriac Writers from 
Qatar in the Seventh Century, GECS, 39, Gorgias Press, Piscataway, NJ, 
2015, 441-470. Cf. Kozah, “The Fourth Part of Isaac Qatraya’s Ascetical 
Homilies in Garshuni,” 474. 

'!? Charfet: Rahmani 80, Baghdad: Dawra sir 694, Dawra sir 938 
and Vatican: sir 592 are the available manuscripts of The Fifth Part. The 
Fifth Part is either cited or mentioned in the following manuscripts: Seert, 
Episcopio caldeo 109, Mosul, Patriarcato caldeo 100 and Alqosh, Nostra 
Signora delle Sementi. Mosul, Patriarcato caldeo 97 and Diyarbakir, 
Episcopio caldeo 25 are the lost manuscripts. Cf. Hansbury, “Two 
Discourses on the Fifth Part of Isaac the Syrian’s Writings,” 442. 
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and the concept of universal salvation are reflected here too as 
in other parts.'! 


Conclusion 


The general study that has been made in this chapter 
can be considered as a backdrop for the entire research work. 
It shortly discussed the life sketch of Isaac the Syrian by 
referring the only two short accounts available in Syriac 
literature namely, Jésusdenah’s Le Livre de la Chasteté (The 
Book of Chastity) and a West Syrian source collected by 
Rahmani. Isaac, who was an erudite and intuitive Monk of the 
seventh century, imbibed the theology and spirituality of the 
East Syriac Church until his time. The Church of the East 
witnessed the glorious golden era of Syriac Christian literature 
during the seventh and the eighth centuries, and Isaac the 
Syrian was one of the outstanding mystical writers of that 
epoch and was the only representative of this golden age to 
become known away from the Church of the East. He proved 
his erudition by citing frequently from the ancient writings 
both Syriac and Greek. Though he was influenced by many 
traditional writers, he could uphold as one of the most original 
authors in the mystical literature of all Christianity. This study 
could mention here the entire writings of Isaac in five different 
parts. Isaac composed all these for the kindling and 
enlightenment of the souls. Though it contains many inspiring 
and knowledgeable themes, this study is focusing mainly on 
the theme ‘love’ that will be discussed in the following 
chapters. 


"3 Cf. Hansbury, “Two Discourses on the Fifth Part of Isaac the 
Syrian’s Writings,” 447; Kessel, “The Fifth Part of St. Isaac of Nineveh,” 
243. 
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Isaac’s View of God’s Boundless Love 


Introduction 


Love is considered as the primary and vital impression 
in Isaac’s teachings. This chapter tries to depict God’s 
boundless love through the eyes of Isaac. For a better 
discussion, it is divided into three parts. The focus given in the 
first part is mainly on the paternal love of God the Father. It 
aims to bring forth God’s paternity, His love, care, mercy and 
protection upon the entire creation by an in-depth study of 
Isaac’s teachings. The overflowed love of God manifested in 
Creation as well as in Incarnation paves the way for the 
discussion in the second part. Isaac’s concept of Gehenna as 
an expression of God’s love is also included in it. This 
discourse intends to feel with Isaac the self-revealing and self- 
giving love of God and His everlasting mercy upon the sinners. 
The last part of this chapter explores the characteristics of 
God’s love which Isaac pictures in many of his pensive 
teachings. It aspires here to go through the forming and 
transforming features of God’s love which encompasses the 
whole life of a human being. 
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1. God is Love 


The theme of God’s boundless love is a central theme 
throughout Syriac tradition.' To illuminate the nature of God, 
Isaac also preferably uses the term love in his discourses. He 
articulates: “That blessed Nature is exalted, lofty and glorious, 
perfect and complete in His knowledge, and complete in His 
love.” The nature of God as love is repeatedly emphasized by 
Isaac in his writings. It is the central and dominant idea and 
basis of all his mystical insights.> This love has no boundaries 
and is beyond all the concepts of justice.* It is this love which 


* Cf. Brock, Spirituality in the Syriac Tradition, 84; Hansbury, 
“Love as an Exegetical Principle in Jacob of Serug,” 361. 

* Brock, tr., The Second Part, 10/23, 45. 

.m[082 calzma msm calzna YX» raans.a alin ti hoa, ua an 
love - hubbd/~<s0. (#ie«). Brock, ed., The Second Part, 10/23, 37; Cf. 
Ware, “Foreword,” in Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 11. 
Cf. Clément, The Roots of Christian Mysticism, 21-22; Cantalamessa, The 
Ascent of Mount Sinai, 22. 

> Naduviledam, “Isaac the Syrian: Preacher of God’s Love and 
Mercy,” 122; Alfeyev, “Isaac the Syrian (Isaac of Nineveh),” 166. 

* According to Isaac justice of God is incompatible with His 
merciful love. His love exceeds all justice. This merciful love springs from 
the innermost being of God. The Hebrew terms hesed and rahamim express 
this divine mercy. The term hesed primarily expresses fatherly faithfulness 
and rahamim indicates especially the maternal aspect of mercy. God’s 
justice (holmes masa) and mercy includes His unconditional acceptance of 
the sinners, His initiative to do for the human beings what they could not do 
for themselves and the sustaining of divine-human relationships amidst 
trials, sufferings, failures and sins. In God, mercy and justice are not 
opposites. But they are coextensive. That is, every divine action is both 
fully merciful and fully just. The mercy of God extends as far as His justice 
and His justice extends as far as His mercy. God recompenses in justice 
and punishes in kindness. His justice is a manifestation of goodness. Cf. 
Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 300; Isaac, Mystic 
Treatises, 50, 231; Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 51, 244; Voltaggio, 
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was crucified for the salvation of the whole world. With 
wonder Isaac proclaims: 


Do not call God just, for His justice is not manifested in the 
things concerning you. And if David calls Him just and 
upright (Ps 25, 8; 145, 17), His Son revealed to us that He is 
good and kind. ‘He is good,’ He says, ‘to the evil and to the 
impious’ (Lk 6, 35). How can you call God just when you 
come across the Scriptural passage on the wage given to the 
workers? ‘Friend, I do thee no wrong: I choose to give unto 
this last even as unto thee. Or is thine eye evil because I am 
good?’ (Mt 20, 13-15). How can a man call God just when 
he comes across the passage on the prodigal son who wasted 
his wealth with riotous living, how for the compunction 
alone which he showed, the father ran and fell upon his neck 
and gave him authority over all his wealth? (Lk 15, 11-32). 
None other but His very Son said these things concerning 
Him, lest we doubt it, and thus bore witness concerning Him. 
Where, then, is God’s justice, for while we are sinners Christ 
died for us! (Rom 5, 8).° 


“Mercy in Christianity Biblical and Theological Notes,” 30-33; Marshall, 
“Tolle Me et Redime Te,” 163-164; Dunn and Suggate, The Justice of God, 
31-37; Fairweather, Origen and Greek Patristic Theology, 145. Ephrem 
also wonders on God’s mercy which obscured His justice: 
ei nin’ ol mtr rt rec tal, sie tan warded moans in ok warawis 
ends a fA dur’ ysr03 
Ephrem, Hymns on the Church, 2/4; Cf. Paikatt, Life Glory and Salvation, 
111-112. Ephrem says again: “Exceeding- gently, the finger of Thy justice, 
- in love and compassion, touches the wounds - of him that is to be healed.” 
Ephrem, Nisibene Hymns, 11/4. 
ror hs Miers duis eX Mimana Moan5 wm rauréar M3 ~ Masri XH 
Divine love and Divine mercy go together and operates as a single salvific 
power. Cf. Ephrem, Nisibene Hymns, 69/1; Koonammakkal, “Divine Love 
and Revelation in Ephrem,” 41. 
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The image of God as Judge in the Old Testament is totally 
outshined in Isaac by the image of God as Love and Mercy.° 
Our God is good and merciful. Isaac decisively rejected the 
idea of God in the Old Testament, as a retaliator of sinners who 
“punishing children for the iniquity of parents, to the third and 
the fourth generation” (Ex 20, 5). Isaac asserts that this idea is 
not corresponding with the revelation that has been received 
through Jesus Christ in the New Testament. Jesus confirmed 
the super speciality of God’s justice which is overshadowed by 
unconditional love and mercy through His parables, especially 
the parables of, the workers in the vineyard (Cf. Mt 20, 13- 15) 
and the prodigal son (Cf. Lk 15, 20-22). Still more, He died 
for us even though we are sinners (Cf. Rom 5, 8) and thus 
revealed the richness of His love and mercy through Jesus 
Christ.’ Hence Isaac claims that one should not read and 
interpret everything in the Scripture literally, as it is written, 
but rather perceive within them the hidden providence and 
eternal knowledge of God. He writes: 


Just because (the terms) wrath, anger, hatred, and the rest are 
used of the Creator, we should not imagine that He (actually) 
does anything in anger or hatred or zeal. Many figurative 
terms are employed in the Scripture of God, terms which are 
far removed from His (true) nature. And just as (our) 
rational nature has (already) become gradually more 
illumined and wiser in a holy understanding of the mysteries 


> Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 51, 250-251; Cf. Isaac, Mystic 
Treatises, 50, 240; Cantalamessa, The Ascent of Mount Sinai, 38; 
Salvestroni, “Isaac of Nineveh and Dostoyevsky’s Work,” 252. 

° Cf. Brock, ed., The Second Part, 39/22, 162; Alfeyev, The 
Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 41; Breuning, “Love,” 438; Harder, 
“Love,” 950; Warnach, “Love,” 520. 

’ Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 51, 250-251; Alfeyev, The 
Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 42. 
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which are hidden in (Scripture’s) discourse about God - that 
we should not understand everything (literally) as it is 
written, but rather that we should see, (concealed) inside the 
bodily exterior of the narratives, the hidden providence and 
eternal knowledge which guides all. 


‘God hates no man but loves all His creation’ is one of 
the doctrines of Origen of Alexandria of the third century. 
According to him punishment is not God’s work, but it is the 
inevitable wages of sin. For, God is long-suffering, merciful 
and pitiful.’ Origen claims: “And yet, if the name and the thing 
be properly examined, it will be found an impossibility that 
man should be hated by God, seeing God loves all existing 
things, and ‘hateth nothing’ of what He has made,’ for He 
created nothing in a spirit of hatred. And if certain expressions 
in the prophets convey such an impression, they are to be 
interpreted in accordance with the general principle by which 
Scripture employs such language with regard to God as if He 
were subject to human affections.”'? When explaining the 
passion of God’s love Isaac is very much influenced by the 


* Brock, tr., The Second Part, 39/19, 171. 
MIX _ai5 ors dno) Rai As Car’ size dirvima W1AWaia hws Mn al 
ool! An Sohds anon Wo MOR pI Ink Whitton Wirtims ar’ 
rai ra asia jodie! uns untor Mitana cua 2 want oor alin 
ahaa wor’ jamais ali role don llans aman vin’ ds hesno has 
rmamonm whoula hums Whasiomal Whines Hasuxtc jaws ihe» Iaron 

» AN disor 

nature- kydnd/u. (ja); eternal knowledge - ida‘ta mtOmaytd/ <x... 
rhamaks (isan ANas). Brock, ed., The Second Part, 39/19, 161; Cf. 
Ware, The Inner Kingdom, 207. 

° Cf. Fairweather, Origen and Greek Patristic Theology, 143-144. 
In relation to the nature of God’s love, Origen’s doctrine of Apokatastasis 
will be discussed later. 

' Origen, Against Celsus, 1/71, 478; Cf. Origen, Against Celsus, 
4/28, 188. 
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thinking pattern of Origen and Evagrius. In God, wrath is not 
one of the intrinsic perfections of God. But it is a function of 
God’s holiness against sin. Where there is no sin, there is no 
wrath. But there will always be love in God.'' Isaac had a 
good meditation on the overwhelming divine nature of God. 
He depicts the divine nature, which encompasses the whole 
creation: 


Revered and glorious (is He) in His nature, good in all that 
belongs to Him, compassionate, merciful and kind, mighty 
and strong (at the same time), wise, having knowledge that 
suffices for everything, encompassing everything within the 
bounds of His knowledge, who holds the limit of the entire 
creation, who is close at hand to everyone, yet ineffably 
removed from everyone, who is in every place and in no 
place, who encompasses all, and everywhere is within His 
compass; who controls with His will creation which is so 
vast and packed with such a multitude of different things. 
None of the (created) natures or anything in (creation) can 
stir or move about, or vibrate or murmur, without the 
indication of His will.'” 


Love is the crowning attribute of God.'? Isaac understands 
God as immeasurable and boundless love. Being aware of his 


™ Cf. Carson, The Difficult Doctrine of the Love of God, 78. 

" Brock, tr., The Second Part, 10/25, 46-47. 
» Qsoha wdhina ama . dawia i» - alsa emlas réalla - MAD Muara iY 
ala heist maw wd» Mh naw —) axh Aa\ yaa Sal nama w250 muanwa 
daa Sal zona - mars réla war dasa - kurdilldko Wh ds oo ama dal aio - 
Sas Minin .Miriaa Wreésxma das reomama 5) QI rh esials .om axl waa 
rinia mus » wls phi aw’ Wamkna swaths» mon dao tin Eo pI wary rh 
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Second Part, 10/25, 38; Cf. Neelankavil, “Most Compassionate Trinity,” 
161-162. 
'S Cf. Bell, The Love of God, 5-6. 
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unworthiness to explain this love, Isaac utters: “I am not aware 
of how I was made worthy of this grace of explaining the love 
of God, ineffable for a created tongue! Even angelic beings are 
(too) weak to ascend to the height of its contemplation and are 
(too) lowly to comprehend in their thoughts, all the riches of 
His love.”'* 


1.1. God is the Loving Father 


God protects His creatures as a loving Father. The 
Scripture says, “God is treating you as children” (Heb 12, 7) 
and He “knows what you need before you ask Him” (Mt 6, 8). 
God in His great and immeasurable love surpasses all in 
paternal affection and His providential care for all is unceasing. 
None of His creatures is excluded from the scope of His 
paternal love.'° Isaac writes: “They see the fatherly providence 
which comes of the true Father to shelter them: He Who in His 
great and immeasurable love surpasses all in paternal affection 
and Who, more than all, has the power and might to help us in 
a measure superabundantly greater than anything we might ask, 
think, or conceive.””° 


The Book of Revelation says, “I reprove and discipline 
those whom I love” (Rev 3, 19). God as a loving Father 
“disciplines those whom He loves, and chastises every child 
whom He accepts” (Heb 12, 6). As a parent disciplines his 


'4 Isaac, The Third Part, 5/16, 325; Chiala, ed., Isacco Di Ninive 
Terza Collezione, 5/16, 30. 
raaly résanl razaar- kaha Wim hash moon’ oo reimam sah ria 
oe rnaik lism rial rsdma Also A uae eizlon aml» 1p 

XH moan; ala eihash Wdgmazans yaunla - smn 

CE Chiala, tr., Jsacco Di Ninive Terza Collezione, 5/16, 47. 

13 CE Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 52, 254; Isaac, Mystic 
Treatises, 51, 242; Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 38. 

'© Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 52, 254. 
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child, God is treating us all (Cf. Heb 12, 7). Whether it causes 
pain or relief, everything which God acts is for good. The 
Apostle Paul asserts this and says, “We know that all things 
work together for good for those who love God, who are called 
according to His purpose” (Rom 8, 28). This affirms by Isaac, 
and he claims delightfully the right way of thinking about God 
the Father: 


A right way of thinking about God is following: the kind 
Lord, who in everything He does look to ways of assisting 
rational beings, directs thought concerning judgement to the 
advantage of, those who accept this difficult matter. For it 
would be most odious and utterly blasphemous to think that 
hate or resentment exists with God, even against demonic 
beings; or to imagine any other weakness, or possibility, or 
whatever else might be involved in the course of retribution 
of good or bad as applying, in a retributive way, to that 
glorious (divine) Nature. Rather, He acts towards us in ways 
he knows will be advantageous to us, whether by way of 
things that cause suffering, or by way of things that cause 
relief, whether they cause joy or grief, whether they are 
insignificant or glorious: all are directed towards the single 
eternal good, whether each receives judgement or something 
of glory from Him - not by way of retribution, far from it! — 
but with a view to the advantage that is going to come from 
all these things.’” 


"’ Brock, tr., The Second Part, 39/3, 163-164. 
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Isaac really had an excellent Abba - Father - experience with 
God.'* He understands God as a caring Father. As a child 
becomes aware of his Father’s caring love, Isaac demonstrates: 


I prostrate myself, Lord, at the footstool of Your feet and at 
Your holy right hand, which was fashioned and made me a 
human being capable of becoming aware of You. But I have 
sinned and done wrong, both in myself and before You, for I 
have abandoned holy converse with You and given over my 
days to converse with the lusts. I beg of You, Lord, do not 
set up against me the sins of my youth, the ignorance of my 
old age and the frailty of my nature which is too strong for 
me and has caused me to sink into reflection on things that 
are hateful. Rather, turn my heart towards You, away from 
the troublesome distraction of the lusts; cause to dwell in me 
a hidden light. Your acts of goodness towards me always 
anticipate any kind of volition on my part to do well and any 
readiness for virtue on the part of my heart. You have never 
held back Your care in order to test my free will; rather, as 
with the care of a father towards his young son, so has Your 
care (for me) run after me; Your fatherly graciousness has 
visited my frailty and has had no intention of making test of 
my will, (for) You knew all the time that, even less than a 
child, I do not know whither I am travelling.” 


AR mn Misia ees ala -lnom Is MOIS & DI Munazsr aa Ola oat 

& Woos bh ool Mihas haal 
Brock, ed., The Second Part, 39/3, 153; Cf. Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of 
Isaac the Syrian, 102; Naduviledam, Eschatological Vision of St. Isaac the 
Syrian, 29. 

'S Tsaac’s view of God as true Father is the result of his meditation 
on the revelation of Jesus in the New Testament. Though in the Old 
Testament God seems as a Judge or Lord, in the coming of Jesus Christ, He 
has revealed God’s rank as a true Father that does not have the will of 
lordship or judgment. Cf. Isaac, Discorsi Spirituali, 1/17, 54. 

'? Brock, tr., The Second Part, 5/2, 6-7. 
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Isaac’s View of God’s Boundless Love 


With the firm awareness that God is a loving Father and the 
Lord of life, Isaac utters: 


Sanctify me by Your Mysteries, illumine my mind with 
knowledge of You, make Your hope to shine out in my 
heart, hold me worthy to supplicate for it, O God my Father 
and Lord of my life; illumine Your lamp within me, place in 
me what belongs to You so that I may forget what belongs to 
myself. Cast upon me the constraint of wonder at You, so 
that the constraint of nature may be overpowered by it. Stir 
up within me the vision of Your mysteries so that I may 
become aware of what was placed in me at holy baptism. 
You have placed within me a Guide: may He show me Your 
glory at all times. You made me to be light and salt for the 
world: may I not prove a_stumbling-block for my 
companions. Seeing that I have left the world, may I never 
again look back to it and to the things which I renounced 
when I made my promise to You. Cast reins of delight upon 
my heart, so that my senses may not gaze beyond the paths 
of Your law. Rig together my impulses for the ship of 
repentance, so that in it I may exult as I travel over the 
world’s sea until I reach the haven of Your hope. When I am 
tempted, may my mind take courage from the recollection of 
You. Illumine before me the path that is dark by means of 
the brilliance of awareness of You.” 


“ral nay pom WA ohooh als jal; mauahla .hiaris ja pn oA 
doi iam » ool, mis ds tos ors mhalls hamia vie hairs. coon 
mMoa> wD aml hin ra snarls yin whanarv hana ih “ral 
ward wat Peart as A moll, os gon or das oN dua eas rts GA 
care of a father - bfiliiteh d-abbd/eéors mral\> (42 ogab.45). Brock, 
ed., The Second Part, 5/2, 5; Brock, “The Prayers of St. Isaac the Syrian,” 
22: 
°° Brock, tr., The Second Part, 5/14, 12. 
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ship of repentance - ‘elpd da-tydbiitd] <hoadhs reales (2haxttad wiA2). Cf. 
Brock, ed., The Second Part, 5/14, 9. Here Isaac was in a sense of ‘awe and 
wonder’ at the awareness of the Divine mysteries. The sense of ‘awe and 
wonder’ on the divine mysteries is very common among the Syriac mystic 
writers. In Isaiah 9, 6 the name of the Child, who was born was called 
“Wonder.” Quoting this, Ephrem says that it is a wonder that God seems as a 
Babe. 
riman iol oraza Wal Lan San 
MAI ,A59 lax wows Wola rN am Wiman 
Ephrem, Hymns on the Nativity, 1/9. He also wonders: “Thou wonderful 
Child of Virginity!” “A wonder is Thy Mother.” Cf. Ephrem, Hymns on the 
Nativity, 5; 8; 13. He again wonders at His Baptism: “In the eleventh year 
let the great sea give thanks-to the hand of the Son Who measured it! And it 
wondered to see how He came down and was washed-in humble waters. He 
that cleanses Creation; blessed be His triumph.” 
MIA awa im dud 
rion mlvasl Roi te 
smaiwa Ipha misar’s ac 
MIAN Mam La hn 
Tiv at Wein kin nin 
Ephrem, Hymns for the Feast of the Epiphany, 2/15; Ephrem, Hymns on 
Nativity, 8/15. “It is a wonder that the chaff could kiss the fire; the fire held 
its power and did not harm him.” 
ial Mias amram cimar dla 
mraimw dia arias ia 
Ephrem, Hymns on the Unleavened Bread, 16/24; Ephrem, Hymns on Faith, 
3/15; Ephrem, Homily on Our Lord, 21, 313. Meditating on the Mystery of 
Incarnation he says: “It is a wonder and a bewildering thing to hear: Fire 
entered the womb, Put on a body and went forth.” 
araval eamaa Mink 
rémial dle iar 
shania WINS wheal 
Ephrem, Hymns on Faith, 4/2. He wonders at the Eucharistic mystery: 
“Spirit in your bread, fire in your wine: It is a distinct wonder that our lips 
have received!” Ephrem, Hymns on Faith, 10/7. 
The Syriac terms temhd and tehra are translated as ‘wonder.’ 
‘astonishment,’ or ‘amazement.’ These terms are used mainly to refer the 
mystical state, called ekstasis. In the Greek version of Isaac both temha and 
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Our God is good, and He results everything for us in 
order to set us on the upright path. There is no end to the good 
things He gives. But there is an end to every painful thing He 
allows.”' As evil people, God never retaliates evil. Instead, as 
a Father, He sets aright evil. The Scripture says, “I act with 
steadfast love, justice, and righteousness in the earth” (Jer 9, 
24). God loves with an everlasting love, and He is continuing 
His faithfulness to us (Cf. Jer 31, 3). The paternal love of God 
instructs and guides us, for the betterment of our lives. Isaac 
depicts this character of God the Father: 


God is not one who requites evil, but He sets aright evil: the 
former is the characteristic of evil people, while the latter is 
characteristic of a Father. (Scripture) shows Him as if He is 
bringing good and evil by way of requital, whereas His 
purpose is not in fact this, but to instill in us love and awe, so 
that by the latter we might make our conduct chaste, while, 
by means of love, we might grow in excellency of 
understanding.” 


tehra are normally translated as ekstasis. In Isaac ‘wonder’ is closely 
linked to the states of the ‘stillness of mind’ and ‘spiritual contemplation.’ 
‘Wonder’ can be a fruit of withdrawal from the world and a solitary life; it 
can be born of prayerful meditation; it may come from the reading of 
Scripture; it can also emerge from the recollection of God. In all these the 
action of the Holy Spirit remains as the cause of ‘wonder.’ For more 
explanations to the concept of ‘wonder’ in Isaac, Cf. Alfeyev, The Spiritual 
World of Isaac the Syrian, 241-247; Hansbury, “Insight Without Sight: 
Wonder as an Aspect of Revelation in the Discourses of Isaac the Syrian,” 
60-73. 

*' Cf. Brock, tr., The Second Part, 39/15, 169. 

»? Brock, tr., The Second Part, 39/15, 170; Brock, ed., The Second 
Part, 39/15, 160. 
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When God looks at His loved ones, He never focuses upon 
their past failures, faults, or sin. We cannot attribute to God’s 
actions and His dealings with our idea of retaliation. Love is 
patient and kind, and it is not irritable or resentful. It does not 
delight in wrongdoing. (Cf. 1 Cor 13, 4-6). So, Isaac 
recommends us to speak of God’s fatherly provision: 


So then, let us not attribute to God’s actions and His dealings 
with us any idea of requital. Rather, (we should speak of) 
fatherly provision, a wise dispensation, a perfect will which 
is concerned with our good, and complete love. If it is a case 
of love, then it is not one of requital; and if it is a case of 
requital, then it is not one of love. Love, when it operates, is 
not concerned with the requiting of former things by means 
of its own good deeds or correction; rather, it looks to what 
is most advantageous in the future: it examines what is to 
come, and not things that are past.”* 


God is a loving Father who “delights in showing clemency” 
(Mic 7, 18). He is so compassionate “as a father has 
compassion for his children” (Ps 103, 13). Isaac has this 
conviction about the fatherly love of God that, He cannot 
forsake us even if our father or mother forsakes us (Cf. Ps 27, 
10). 


haiku (kar or Moass .W inar Bau So Ams rrlora roan 2 ama And 
oan} 
** Brock, tr., The Second Part, 39/17, 170. 

réeasiag Ahr - hawiaar usd win’ « mimia wolm’s alo ds jam um rl 

wu aria sana Sor tole eas go) houas harioma » amor 
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complete love - hubba gmira/Wiu-rx_ san (2sad, ax). Brock, ed., The 
Second Part, 39/17, 160. 
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1.2. God is a Merciful Protector 


Holding the remembrance of the greatness of God’s 
mercy and love, Isaac proclaims that the providence of God is 
an excellent medicine for weakened eyes.” The Scripture 
says, “But you, our God, are kind and true, patient, and ruling 
all things in mercy” (Wis 15, 1). God is a merciful protector. 
As it has been mentioned earlier, the influence of Origen in this 
teaching of Isaac is very clear. When speaking of the 
providential care of God, Isaac is in tune with the doctrine of 
universal salvation (apokatastasis) of Origen. Origen’s 
doctrine of apokatastasis or universal salvation mentions the 
idea that the whole creation of God, including His enemies, 
Satan and the demons will be overcome at the end and find 
salvation in Jesus Christ. Hence Isaac says that God’s 


4 Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 3, 28. medicine - sammd/rx 
— is an important term which is used in the Syriac literature in connection 
with the love of God. For example Ephrem the Syrian says Christ, the love 
of God, is the medicine of life. He again says, the Eucharistic bread, which 
is also the love of God, is the medicine of life. For him, Jesus has come 
down as the medicine of life. In the Eucharistic bread and cup there is the 
hidden presence of Christ and thus that is the medicine of life. The garment 
of our Lord is a font of medicine. Cf. Ephrem, Unleavened Bread, 14/16, 
62; 18/15, 82; Ephrem, “Nativity 13,” 2; Ephrem, Hymns on Faith, 10/7. 

°° The word apokatastasis means restoration, re-establishment, 
with the Latin equivalent restitutio, usually denotes the doctrine of the 
restoration of all things at the end of time. This doctrine is attributed to 
Origen and to Gregory of Nyssa. The noun apokatastasis and the verb 
apokathistémi are used by Origen, not very often and in various senses, 
some of which can be taken to symbolize the final apocatastasis, others the 
return of the Israelites to their own country from exile. The main passage on 
which Origen’s apocatastasis is based is | Cor 15, 23-28, which is about the 
resurrection of the dead. It shows that Origen is not the inventor of this 
apocatastasis and that he found it in what was earlier said about the Pauline 
verse. When Origen emphasizes this universal apokatastasis it would be in 
contradiction to the authenticity of the free will with which God had 
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endowed mankind. Cf. Crouzel, Origen, 257-258; 264; Sachs, 
“Apokatastasis in  Patristic Theology,’ 621; Kimel, “Preaching 
Apokatastasis,” 200-202; Ramelli, The Christian Doctrine of Apokatastasis, 
1; Bishoy, “Remarks on the Understanding of Mercy and Justice in the 
Writings of Isaac the Syrian,” 2; Origen, Commentary on the Epistle to the 
Romans, 6; Ludlow, Universal Salvation, 38-40; Daley, The Hope of the 
Early Church, 168-204; Naduviledam, Eschatological Vision of St. Isaac 
the Syrian, 57-60; Fokin, “Apokatastasis in the Syrian Christian Tradition,” 
129-134; Meredith, Gregory of Nyssa, 61; Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of 
Isaac the Syrian, 39. 

The Fifth Ecumenical Council, Constantinople II (553) directed 
fifteen anathemas against Origenist doctrine. Some of the condemned 
doctrines dealing with cosmology, anthropology and eschatology are really 
those of Origen drawn from his theological treatise - On First Principles. 
Doctrines dealing with Christology, however, seem to have come from 
Evagrius of Pontus (346-399), who was deeply influenced by Origenist 
thought. The teachings of Origen and Evagrius were eagerly studied by 
many monks who embraced theories of Platonic spiritualism, endeavoring 
by asceticism and prayer to escape the prison of the material body. 
Influenced by Hellenic thought Origen taught that because the good God 
always needed objects toward whom he could exercise His goodness He 
created from all eternity, spiritual, intellectual beings, all equal among 
themselves. These beings became diversified and fell into matter in varying 
degrees through the exercise of their free will. Thus spiritual beings fallen 
from their primal perfection became angels, demons, human beings, even 
heavenly bodies. Anathemas 2, 3, 4 and 5 condemn this view. Origen’s 
cosmological views necessarily included an insistence on the pre-existence 
of human souls; though fallen into matter from their primal state, they have 
existed as creatures from all eternity and will, if good, return to their primal 
state. Anathemas | and 15 condemn these opinions. All these fallen beings - 
even Satan himself - are capable of escaping their fallen state and regaining 
their primal perfection. At the end of this world matter will be no more. 
Anathemas 12 and 11 condemn these doctrines. Anathemas 6, 7, 8, 9, 12 
and 13 condemn the Christology of Evagrius. He distinguished between the 
Word and Christ. The Word is the second person of the Trinity, God 
Himself. Christ is a created intellect, the only spiritual being who remained 
firm in contemplation of God, who never fell from primal perfection into 
matter. In the Incarnation, God-Word was joined to Christ-Mind who 
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providential care extends to angels, the first product of the 
divine creative act as well as the demons, those who fell away 
from God. This love and care do not diminish as a result of 
their fall. The caring love of God is always ‘love in fullness.’ 
Isaac writes: “Nor are we able to say that the love of the 
Creator is diminished towards those rational beings who have 
become demons as a result of their demonic action, (and is any 
less) than the fullness of love which he has towards those who 
remain in the angelic state; or (that it is less) for sinners than 
for those who are justly named the righteous.””° 


The mercy and love of God is the door which is opened 
(Cf. Rev 4, 1) for all to heaven. It is an open door which no 
one is able to shut (Cf. Rev 3, 8). It is a great door (Cf. 1 Cor 
16, 9; 2 Cor 2, 12) and a door of faith (Cf. Acts 14, 27) which 
enables the whole human beings to experience the eternal glory 
with the Lord. With this comprehension, Isaac knocking at this 
door and utters: 


At the door of Your compassion do I knock Lord, send aid to 
(my) scattered impulses which are intoxicated with the 


abased himself in relation to a material body in order to save fallen spiritual 
creatures and restore them to their primal state. The final restoration of the 
fallen will result in their having the same relation to God-Word as does the 
unfallen Christ-Mind. The tenth anathema condemned the strange view, 
perhaps coming from the Alexandrian theologian Didymus the Blind (313- 
398), who held that after His resurrection Christ’s body took a spherical 
shape, the sphere being for Hellenic thinkers the perfect shape. Cf. Davis L. 
D., The First Seven Ecumenical Councils, 220-221; Baus, K., et al., The 
Imperial Church from Constantine to the Early Middle Ages, 454-456; 
Flinn, “Origen of Alexandria,” 486. 
© Brock, tr., The Second Part, 40/2, 174. 
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Brock, ed., The Second Part, 40/2, 163. 
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multitude of the passions and the power of darkness. You 
can see my sores (hidden) within me: stir up contrition - 
though not corresponding to the weight of my sins, for if 1 
receive full awareness of the extent of my sins, Lord, my 
soul would be consumed by the bitter pain from them. 
Assist my feeble stirrings (on the path) to true repentance, 
and may I find alleviation from the vehemence of sins 
through the contrition that comes of Your gift, for without 
the power of Your grace I am quite unable to enter within 
myself, become aware of my stains, and so, at the sight of 
them, be able to be still from great distraction.” 


The utterance of Isaac to open the door is repeating in the name 
of Jesus: “O name of Jesus, key to all gifts, open up for me the 
great door to Your treasure-house so that I may enter and 


°’ Brock, tr., The Second Part, 5/4, 7. 
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door of Your compassion - tar‘G da-hndndk/ wacr aids ( ads 
ing); the power of Your grace - hayld d-taybutak/w haar rclen ( Pawar 
qdorS3). Brock, ed., The Second Part, 5/4, 6; Brock, “The Prayers of St. 
Isaac the Syrian,” 23. 
Ephrem also has the same kind of exhortation on the compassion of God 
and the door of His mercy: 
“Thy door is not closely fastened 
When the sinner comes and knocks at it; 
Thy door is always opened 
To the righteous and the wicked. 
Thou shewest Thy door to the sinner, 
That he may call, and knock, and enter. 
Thy love encourages the enquirer, 
That he may be eager for Thy treasures.” Ephrem, The Repentance of 
Nineveh, 1/5-12. 
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praise You with the praise that comes from the heart in return 
for Your mercies which I have experienced in latter days; for 
You came and renewed me with an awareness of the New 
World.””® The door, which is the mercy of God, is open in 
season and out of season. His lenient protecting hands heal the 
afflictions of human souls.”’ Isaac reports this caring of God 
who protects everyone from endless evils: 


You are close at hand, Lord, with Your assistance to 
everyone at all times of need, and Your door is open in 
season and out of season for the entreaties of all. You do not 
abhor sinners nor does of sins; rather, You draw up everyone 
from endless evils, including me, Lord, who am utterly 
defiled, seeing that You have held me worthy to fall down 
before You on my face and make bold to pronounce Your 
holy name with my mouth, even though I am a vessel full of 
uncleanness and not worthy to be numbered among the 
children of Adam.*° 


God, who is kind-hearted, is the refuge of the weak and 
the straight path for those who are held back by wandering 
astray. He is the place of escape for all who are caught in 


°8 Brock, tr., The Second Part, 5/5, 8. 
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key to all gifts - glida d-kull mawhbdn/ Sncm Aas ule (Gites Aa 2pAn). 
Brock, ed., The Second Part, 5/5, 6. 

°° Cf. Brock, tr., The Second Part, 5/11, 11. Ephrem also mentions 
the door of mercy: “Lord, let me not depart from Thy door, For lo! Thy 
mercy stands there.” Ephrem, The Repentance of Nineveh, 2/78-79. 

* Brock, tr., The Second Part, 5/8, 9. 
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Brock, ed., The Second Part, 5/8, 7. 
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storms. He is the comfort in the time of suffering and the guide 
in place of peril.*’ Holding the hope that God our Creator as 
the Anchor (Cf. Heb 6, 19) of our life in the midst of storms 
Isaac pleads the help to find in the vineyard of God at the 
sunset of his life: 


My Creator and my Hope, the Anchor of my life in the midst 
of storms, the Staff for my feeble condition, the Honour of 
my dishonourable state, who raises my head which is bent 
down to the ground, do not deliver me over to the desire of 
my adversary; ...Hold me worthy to found close to You at 
the end of my days, may I be found in Your vineyard at the 
sunset of my life. Make me worthy, before the time of 
crossing over, of the embossed coin which You vouchsafed 
to the labourers. Out of grace, Lord, and not because of my 
service, hold me worthy even at the eleventh hour of my life 
to be found diligently in Your service. May the world not 
captivate me with its harmful occupations, and may it not 
confine me in the cage of its carers.*” 


The merciful God is the saviour of the people, who are in a 
dilemma and the comforter of, those in hardship. Hence this 
prayer utters from Isaac’s mouth, “O my Lord and my God, 


3! Brock, tr., The Second Part, 5/12, 11; Cf. Brock, “The Prayers of 
St. Isaac the Syrian,” 25. 

* Brock, tr., The Second Part, 5/21, 15. 
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Brock, ed., The Second Part, 5/21, 11-12; Cf. Brock, “The Prayers of St. 
Isaac the Syrian,” 27. 
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send compassion, and save them from their plight. O my Lord 
and my God, send comfort to all those who are constrained by 
whatever kind of hardships.”*> Our God is good and 
compassionate. He was aware of our human nature before He 
created us. Hence He never judges human nature’s inclination 
towards anything. Rather, He is ready to forgive 
unconditionally. Isaac asserts: 


And even if they are blameworthy, they are borne with 
mercy, and are forgiven their authors, without any blame, by 
the omniscient God to whom all things are revealed before 
they happen, and who was aware of the constraints of our 
(human) nature before He created us. For God, who is good 
and compassionate, is not in the habit of judging the 
infirmities of (human) nature or actions brought about by 
necessity - even though they may be reprehensible; but He 
does judge actions that are possible, which are nonetheless 
scorned. He does not judge (human) nature’s inclination 
towards anything - even if it were to result in some great and 
voluntary sin on taking effect: rather, it is the eventual action 
that He judges, making exaction with justice, wherever He 
knows that it will be followed by compunction and mental 
suffering and some small turning towards making amends - 
even though the same things may be repeated ten thousand 
times! 


3 Brock, tr., The Second Part, 5/27, 18; Brock, ed., The Second 
Part, 5/27, 14. 
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*4 Brock, tr., The Second Part, 14/15, 71; Brock, ed., The Second 
Part, 14/15, 61. 
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Isaac wonders on the compassion of God and His 
immeasurable graces which results in good outcome at the end 
of everything: “But if we fall short of (doing these things) 
willingly, let us persevere in them with thanksgiving - even in 
the violence that comes from Satan, for in that case, even that 
will end up with a good outcome. Afterwards - how wonderful 
is the compassion of God! - who can measure the ocean of his 
grace?” 


Isaac declares that no one can reach to the full height of 
God’s grace and measure the vast depth of His compassion.°° 
He who is blessed who has endured the dejectedness out of 
hope for God’s grace.*’ Isaac amazes, “How unattainable is 
the unfathomable purpose of the Lord! Such is the inalterable 
kindness that is forever, such is the love, such is the outpoured 
compassion of His nature.”** Nobody in their right mind can 
think anything against this divine nature. If we do so, we are 
attributing weakness to this divine nature. Undoubtedly Isaac 
describes: 


That should imagine that anger, wrath, jealousy or the such 
like have anything to do with the divine Nature is something 


iM 51 asi Ara. wv eiah dals lilo aaaa esis ema ho Mims Wan 
ANS gin a 
> Brock, tr., The Second Part, 19/11, 105; Brock, et The Second 
Part, 19/11, 94. 
* phaadya rire was arm oles mharmwital cur’ soins 
ocean of His grace - yammd d-taybiitéh/ msoa\,1 ras (oyan%a 204) 
*° Cf. Brock, tr., The Second Part, 34/1, 146. 
>” Cf. Brock, tr., The Second Part, 34/3, 147. 
8 Brock, tr., The Second Part, 39/1, 162. 
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Brock, ed., The Second Part, 39/1, 151. Cf. Naduviledam, Eschatological 
Vision of St. Isaac the Syrian, 26. 


~ 66 ~ 


Isaac’s View of God’s Boundless Love 


utterly abhorrent for us: no one in their right mind, no one 
who has any understanding (at all) can possibly come to such 
madness as to think anything of the sort about God. Nor 
again can we possibly say that He acts thus out of 
retribution, even though the Scriptures may on the outer 
surface posit this. Even to think this of God and to suppose 
that retribution for evil acts is to be found with Him is 
abominable. By implying that He makes use of such a great 
and difficult thing out of retribution we are attributing a 
weakness to the (divine) Nature. We cannot even believe 
such a thing can be found in those human beings who live a 
virtuous and upright life and whose thoughts are entirely in 
accord with the divine will - let alone (believe it) of God, 
that He has done something out of retribution for anticipate 
evil acts in connection with those whose nature He had 
brought into being with honour and great love. Knowing 
them and all their conduct, the flow of His grace did not dry 
up from them: not even after they (started) living amid many 
evil deeds did He withhold His care for them, even for a 
moment.” 


All the actions of God are directed towards the single 
eternal good. The Scripture says, “We know that all things 


* Brock, tr., The Second Part, 39/2, 162-163; Brock, ed., The 

Second Part, 39/2, 152. 
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work together for good for those who love God, who are called 
according to his purpose” (Rom 8, 28). Isaac claims that God 
“acts towards us in ways He knows will be advantageous to us, 
whether by way of things that cause relief, whether they cause 
joy or grief, whether they are insignificant or glorious: all are 
directed towards the single eternal good.’”’ “For (God’s) holy 
nature is so good and compassionate that it is always seeking to 
find some small means of putting us in the right,’*' says Isaac. 
It is because that, God wishes for our salvation, and not for 
reasons to torment us.*” God is so merciful that “He pours over 
us (His) immense grace that, like the ocean, knows no 
measure.” Isaac states it firmly: 


His mercifulness is far more extensive we can conceive, His 
grace is greater than what we ask for. For the right hand of 
our Lord is stretched out night and day, while He is on the 
lookout to support, comfort and encourage everyone - 
especially (to see) if He can find any who endure even just a 
little suffering and grief (so that) their sins [may be forgiven] 
- people who are grieved over the portion [of their 
righteousness which is snatched away from them from me to 
time during the contest with the passions and with sin. 
Using even such small starting points as these, His aim is to 
make them heirs of the Kingdom of heaven, and to bring 
them, without any hindrance, into His joy.“ 


° Brock, tr., The Second Part, 39/3, 163. 
“' Brock, tr., The Second Part, 40/12, 177; Brock, ed., The Second 
Part, 40/12, 166. 
Mer sarin eS hia am Rw ausdos - Resto A aM wawina ay Onis 
- amas resin wank AAA AaWIO OI 
” Cf. Brock, tr., The Second Part, 40/12, 177. 
*® Brock, tr., The Second Part, 40/13, 177. 
vals ward rts hams ha ws rts Xo rrhan\, 
Brock, ed., The Second Part, 40/13, 166. 
“ Brock, tr., The Second Part, 40/17, 179. 
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All the people are under the divine protection of the merciful 
God. But this divine protection and providence are seen only 
by those who have cleansed themselves from sin and who 
continually keep their mind on God and on Him alone. The 
providence of God is particularly visible to them when they 
enter into a big trial on behalf of the truth.” It is because that 
they might learn that Divine providence is very near to those 
who in every manner endure both every temptation and every 
affliction for the Lord’s sake, for their support and for the 
shaming of their enemies.*° It is a wonder to know about the 
provision God manifests toward those who have devoted 
themselves to pleasing Him, and who follow Him with pure 
hearts.*’ Isaac specially narrating this care of God: 


Often it happens that a man unwittingly travels a road where 
there lies a wild beast, or murderers, or something of the 
kind. But the universal providence of God delivers him from 
injury, either by delaying him on his way for some reason 
until the dangerous beast has gone off, or by an encounter 
with someone, to make him turn aside from the road. And 
again, sometimes a venomous serpent is found lying in the 
road yet out of sight, but God, not willing to surrender the 
man to this trial, suddenly makes the serpent hiss and 
withdraw from the place, or slither out in front of him, and 
the wayfarer when he sees it is put on his guard, and is saved 


UX mae WE Er mana, oi kas Th OD ay OM XO -aied 2 oh 
acum real inva dorks Lal anha masa ay} irea - jaar’ AN mA en wim 
goss datas walle ales ars So Yer dulwo eee BA MAK es I ots 
eprvarssA wor das waar ina sora = Ohoalnr Whi saw 

Kingdom of heaven — malkiité daSmayyd/~nzs <Snoaln ( ideais 
bxaxd). Brock, ed., The Second Part, 40/17, 168. 

“S Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 5, 43; Brock, “St. Isaac of 
Nineveh and Syriac Spirituality,” 101. 

“© Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 5, 44. 

“” Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 5, 45. 
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from it, even though he is undeserving on account of his 
secret sins, which only he knows; yet God still rescues him, 
for His mercy’s sake. And again, it often happens that a 
house, or a wall, or a stone is about to fall, and it slips from 
its place with a splintering sound, but people are found 
sitting there, and in His love for men God commands an 
angel to hold it back, and to keep it from falling until they 
rise up from thence; or else, under a certain pretext, He leads 
them out, so that no one is found underneath. But as soon as 
they go out, He straightway lets it fall. And even if it 
happens that someone is caught, He works the matter so that 
they are in no way hurt. By this, God wishes to show the 
infinite magnitude of His power.” 


Isaac reflects mercy and justice as two different entities. 
If there remain mercy and justice in one soul, it is like a man 
who worships God and the idols in one house. It is 
contradictory. Just as grass and fire cannot coexist in one 
place, so justice and mercy cannot tolerate in one soul. 
Similarly, God’s use of justice cannot compensate with His 
mercy. Isaac asserts: 


Justice is the equality of the even scale, for it gives to each as 
he deserves; and when it makes recompense, it does not 
incline to one side or show respect of persons. Mercy, on the 
other hand, is a sorrow and pity stirred up by goodness, and 
it compassionately inclines a man in the direction of all; it 
does not requite a man who is deserving of evil, and to him 
who is deserving of good it gives a double portion. If, 
therefore, it is evident that mercy belongs to the portion of 
righteousness, then justice belongs to the portion of 
wickedness. As grass and fire cannot coexist in one place, 
so justice and mercy cannot abide in one soul. As a grain of 
sand cannot counterbalance a great quantity of gold, so in 


48 Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 7, 65. 
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comparison God’s use of justice cannot counterbalance His 
49 
mercy. 


Isaac astonishes on the wonderful nature of God’s 
mercy. He writes with amaze: “As a handful of sand thrown 
into the great sea, so are the sins of all flesh in comparison with 
the mind of God. And just as, a strongly flowing spring is not 
obstructed by a handful of dust, so the mercy of the Creator is 
not stemmed by the vices of His creatures.”*’ Isaac continues, 
“O the immeasurable kindness toward our nature, that He even 
will bring sinners back into existence! Who is sufficient to 
glorify Him? He raises up the transgressor and blasphemer, He 
renews dust unendowed with reason, making it rational and 
comprehending, and the scattered and insensible dust and the 
scattered senses He makes a rational nature capable of thought, 
even though at his resurrection the sinner will be unable to be 
reconciled with His grace.””' 


God is the Master who with a single node moves, 
shakes, stills and orders all. He provides for all, controls all 
and all things are under His providence.’ He is the Lord who 
does not suffer the encroaching of any power upon His creation 


= Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 51, 244; Clément, The Roots of 
Christian Mysticism, 306; Bondi, To Love as God Loves, 49. 

si Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 51, 244; Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 
50/345, 231; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 345. 
Cf. Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 41. 
mnqaiag Hake tha ° ode th\o imge Aduad Ch) 2hj59 AEA Aa gi 
Bae ° Sh hts Nada hy Bb gi .keaas omesinind Hing Adned 1 209 
Haz Sah Weis dae Xp gir ral; opsihe dada / Sos Aaa 280. 

Pista Bers up ¢ 2aahe mand aay WO Gaba / lake risen thes 

Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 51, 251; Cf. Isaac, Mystic 
Treatises, 50, 240-241; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione 
Religiosa, 358-359; Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 282. 

» Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 54, 270. 
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and do with it as they please. So, Isaac recommends, always 
say to the soul that “I have a Guardian watching over me, and 
there is not a creature that can even appear in my presence, 
unless a command should come from on High.”** 


2. Manifestations of God’s Love 


The love of God is that which surpasses human 
knowledge (Cf. Eph 3, 19). It is difficult to comprehend the 
breadth, length, height and depth (Cf. Eph 3, 18) of His love. 
The whole universe narrates the story of His fascinating love. 
Isaac’s view of the manifestations of God’s love in Creation 
and Incarnation is concentrated here. Gehenna also is an 
expression of God’s love in his understanding. Bishop 
Kallistos Ware writes in the foreword to the book The Spiritual 
World of Isaac the Syrian, “It is love that provides an 
explanation - so far as any explanation is possible - for the 
creation of the universe and for the Incarnation of Christ. It is 
love that enables us, as nothing else can do, compassionately to 
embrace and transfigure the suffering of the world. And it is 
the logic DF divine love that provides a key to the dark mystery 
of hell.” 


Even though the Divine love is beyond the human 
understanding and description, it is reflected in God’s actions 
concerning the creation of the world and humankind.” Isaac 
claims, “Among all his actions there is none which is not 
entirely a matter of mercy, love, and compassion: this 


° Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 54, 271. 

* Ware, “Foreword,” in Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the 
Syrian, 11; Alfeyev, “Isaac the Syrian (Isaac of Nineveh),” 166. 

°° Cf. Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 36. 
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constitutes the beginning and the end of his dealings with us.”*° 


The aim of Creation, as well as Incarnation, was to reveal 
God’s infinite love towards the world. Isaac writes, “O God, 
hold me worthy of insight into the mystery of Your Love 
which is depicted in Your dispensation for the perceptible 
world, in the works of Your creation, and in the mystery of the 
killing of Your beloved (Son).”*’ 


2.1. Creation: Revelation of Divine Love 


The love of God is unceasing, and each day it appears 
as new and fresh. The Scripture says, “The steadfast love of 
the LORD never ceases, his mercies never come to an end; 
they are new every morning” (Lam 3, 22-23). Isaac compares 
the love that has its cause in created things with the love whose 
cause is God: “Love that has its cause in [created] things is like 
a small lamp fed by olive oil, whereby its light is sustained; or 
it is like a torrent that surges with rain-water, whose flow 
ceases when there is no water to maintain it. But love whose 
cause is God is a deep welling spring; its flow is never 


°° Brock, tr., The Second Part, 39/22, 172. - ads mosixam Jas kul 
-wrals oulmaza mua SIAL MAMI iiwIA oawIA MIT milan mia als 
of mercy, love and Compassion = — rahma wad-hubba uda-hnandl eamia 
162; CE Rinne: The T&T Clark History of Monisticish, 185; Alfeyev, The 
Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 36. 
>” Brock, tr., The Second Part, 5/15, 13. 
“Mar\ inn ral als wm rains 61 Mé5an1 Dvir’ dnaml Wau’ Wald .os 
“Aaraes al\jen Miirésa wseina mMindhsa 
mystery of Your love — raézeh d-hubbGk/waoss avi (gama arya); mystery of 
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Second Part, 5/15, 9 
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checked, for God alone is the Source of love whose waters are 
unfailing.”°* 


God out of His love, through His grace, created 
everything. His love is indescribable and His grace is 
immeasurable. This reflects in Isaac’s words: “Come, men of 
discernment, and be filled with wonder! Whose mind is 
sufficiently wise to wonder worthily at the bounty of our 
Creator? [...] Glory be to Thine immeasurable grace, O Lord! 
Behold, Lord, the waves of Thy grace close my mouth with 
silence, and there is not a thought left in me, not even for 
giving thanks unto Thee. What mouths can confess Thy praise, 
O good King, Thou Who lovest our life?”°’ God the Creator is 
the invisible Being. He is without any beginning in His nature 
and unique in Himself. By nature, He is beyond the 
knowledge, intellect and feel of created beings and is beyond 
time and space. Being the Creator of everything He is the Lord 
of all. He is compassionate, patient and His love is 
immeasurable. With surprise, Isaac describes: 


Let us consider then, how rich in its wealth is the ocean of 
His creative act, and how many created things belong to 
God, and how in His compassion He carries everything, 
acting providentially as He guides (creation); and how with a 
love that cannot be measured He arrived at the establishment 
of the world and the beginning of creation; and how 
compassionate God is, and how patient; and how He loves 
creation, and how He carries it, gently enduring its 


8 Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 54, 268; The Creation is the gift 
of God’s merciful love. Cf. Zelazny, “The Mystery in the Community,” 
162. 

*»° Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 51, 252. 

® Cf. Brock, tr., The Second Part, 10/18, 43. 
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importunity, the various sins and wickednesses, the terrible 
blasphemies of demons and evil men.°! 


The unceasing Divine love is the foundation of the 
universe. God, through His creative act, reveals His endless 
Divine nature of love continually. With this love, He governs 
the whole world.** The whole mystery of creation is hidden in 
the wisdom of God. The compassionate kindness, abundant 
goodness and profound love of the Creator unveil in the 
creative act is amazingly depicts by Isaac: 


What profundity of richness, what mind and exalted wisdom 
is God's! What compassionate kindness and abundant 
goodness belong to the Creator! With what purpose and with 
what love did He create this world and bring it into 
existence! What a mystery does the coming into being of 
this creation look towards! To what a state is (our) common 
nature invited! What love served to initiate the creation of 
the world! This same love which initiated the act of creation 
prepared beforehand by another dispensation the things 
appropriate to adorn (the world’s) majesty which sprung 
forth as a result of the might of His love.” 


*! Brock, tr., The Second Part, 10/19, 43. 
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ocean- yammdléns (was); establishment of the world - tugqdneh d- 
‘almd/éa\ys oso (a4S9 oaned). Brock, ed., The Second Part, 10/19, 35. 

© Cf. Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 37. 

° Brock, tr., The Second Part, 38/1, 160. 
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Isaac’s line of thought was always similar to Origen and his 
disciple Evagrius. About the intention of God in creation, 
Evagrius says: 


God in His love has fashioned creation as an intermediary. It 
exists like a letter: through His power and His wisdom (that 
is, by His Son and His Spirit), he made known abroad His 
love for them so that they might be aware of it and drawn 
near. Through creation they became aware not only of God 
the Father’s love for them, but also of His power and 
wisdom. In reading a letter one becomes aware through its 
beauty of the power and intelligence of the hand and finger 
that wrote it, as well as of the intention of the writer; 
likewise, one who contemplates creation with understanding 
becomes aware of the Creator’s hand and finger, as well as 
of His intention - that is, His love.™ 


Isaac also claims that the intention of Creation as love. Without 
any discrimination of just or evil, God brought everything into 
existence. He in His love is going to bring them all into the 
wonderful transformed _ state. Isaac describes the 
overwhelming love of the Creator, which rules over the whole 
rational nature: 


In love did He bring the world into existence; in love is He 
going to bring it to that wondrous transformed state, and in 
love will the world be swallowed up in the great mystery of 
Him who has performed all these things; in love will the 
whole course of the governance of creation be finally 
comprised. And since in the New World the Creator’s love 


iar & hwazs rhs oh masik cals ahr Mio riaahs ar’ al, 3p10 
* mdxawin 
Creator - bdroyd/r.ois (a8); creation - britd/<s.i= (Sada). Cf. Brock, 
ed., The Second Part, 38/1, 148. 
“Evagrius, The Great Letter, 5, 65-66. Cf.  Casiday, 
Reconstructing the Theology of Evagrius Ponticus, 151. 
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rules over all rational nature, the wonder at His mysteries 
that will be revealed (then) will captivate to itself the 
intellect of (all) rational beings whom He has created so that 
they might have delight in Him, whether they be evil or 
whether they be just. With this design did He bring them 
into existence, even though they among themselves have 
made, after their coming into being, this distinction between 
the just and the wicked.” 


The will of God, which is filled with love, is the primordial 
source of all that exists within the universe.°° He wished 
creation to approach the dark cloud of His eternal glory, and 
for that, He emptied Himself to our own level. Isaac describes: 


He it is who dwells in the light of His Nature, who wished 
creation to approach the dark cloud of His eternal glory; who 
has given the crown of His (own) everlastingness to the 
creation which He has made who disregarded the honour of 
His own authority and took care of everything that concerns 
us, coming down to our own level caused the fullness of 
what He has established to participate in the everlastingness 
of His Kingdom, essential Lord exalted beyond any 
secondary notion; whose will is the fountainhead of (all 
other) natures, with the worlds, creating beings and natures 


° Brock, tr., The Second Part, 38/2, 160. 
roansa in wins Mio Minar mi io resauca- aml Maly jure woan5 
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world - ‘almd/ma\w (x88). Cf. Brock, ed., The Second Part, 38/2, 
148; Cf. Hausherr, Etudes de spiritualité Orientale, 4-5; Vesa, The Doctrine 
of Knowledge in Isaac of Nineveh and the East Syriac Theology of the 7-8" 
Century, 64. 
°° Cf. Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 37. 
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flowing from Him as though from a source, without number 
ee 67 
or limit. 


God has a divine plan in all His creative acts. Even though He 
seems to anger in His outward expression, He in His inside, 
fulfilling His divine plan and guiding everything towards the 
Creator’s original intention from the beginning. This happened 
in the case of Adam and Eve, also. Isaac explains the hidden 
Divine plan: 


When He expelled Adam and Eve from Paradise, He 
expelled them under the (outward) aspect of anger: ‘Because 
you have transgressed the commandment, you have found 
yourselves outside (Paradise)’ - as though dwelling in 
Paradise have been taken away from them because they were 
unworthy. But inside all this stood (the divine) plan, 
fulfilling and guiding everything towards the Creator’s 
original intention from the beginning. It was not 
disobedience which introduced death to the house of Adam, 
nor did transgression remove them from Paradise, for it is 
clear that (God) did not create Adam and Eve to be in 
Paradise, (just) a small portion of the earth; rather, they were 
going to subjugate the entire earth. For this reason, we do 
not even say that He removed them because of the 
commandment which had been transgressed; for it is not the 
case that, had they not transgressed the commandment, they 
would have been left in Paradise forever.” 


°7 Brock, tr., The Second Part, 10/24, 45-46. 
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Within the creation, God prepared Paradise as a special gift for 
human beings. The Scripture says, “What no eye has seen, nor 
ear heard, nor the human heart conceived, what God has 
prepared for those who love him” (1 Cor 2, 9). Isaac presents 
Paradise as the love of God. In Paradise, there is the 
enjoyment of all blessedness. It is the place of supernatural 
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* aam works 
Paradise — pardays@/réca.34% (781.389). Cf. Brock, ed., The Second Part, 39/4, 
153-154. 

Expulsion of Adam and Eve from the Paradise is basically a sign 
of God’s compassion and love. Ephrem says that God expelled Adam to the 
land of thorns and curses, in order that he should punish himself and return 
to Eden. Cf. Hymns against Heresies, 26/7. He emphasizes that God’s 
mercy is hidden in His anger. God is like the parents who punish their 
beloved children. They beat their children in the fervour of their affection; 
they wear hidden love, dyed in the colour of anger. Cf. Ephrem, Hymns on 
the Church, 28/11-12; 2/1. He says again that it is by the water and blood, 
came out from the pierced side of Jesus, that Adam was washed and lived 
and returned to Paradise. Cf. Ephrem, Nisibene Hymns, 39/7. Thus the 
Merciful One opened the Door and the Way into Paradise through His 
pierced side and He made the Cross as the Key to open the gates of the 
Paradise. Ephrem says: “the crucified King carries the key of the gate of 
Paradise, and opens it without stint, to robbers and murderers...” Ephrem, 
The Repentance of Nineveh, 1/65-68. Cf. Ephrem, Hymns on the Nativity, 
6/4; Ephrem, Hymns for the Feast of the Epiphany, 10/16. Whatever Adam 
had lost in the midst of Paradise (the glory, the beauty, the wedded pair 
etc.), the merciful God restored in the water of Baptism. Cf. Ephrem, 
Hymns for the Feast of the Epiphany, 12/1-4. 
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nourishment, which is from the tree of life. In his deep 
meditation, Isaac realizes this tree of life as the love of God 
and its heavenly nourishment as Lord Jesus Christ. He points 
up: 
The tree of life is the love of God from which Adam fell 
away, and thereafter he saw joy no longer, and he toiled and 
laboured in the land of tares. Even though they make their 
way in righteousness, those who are bereft of the love of 
God eat in their work the bread of sweat, which the first 
created man was commanded to eat after his fall.’ Until we 
find love, our labour is in the land of tares, and in the midst 
of tares we both sow and reap, even if our seed is the seed of 
righteousness. We are continually pierced by the tares, and 
however much we render ourselves righteous, we live by the 
sweat of our brow. But when we find love, we partake of 
heavenly bread, and are made strong without labour and toil. 
The heavenly bread is Christ, Who came down from Heaven 
and gave life to the world. This is the nourishment of the 
angels.” 


Cf. Isaac, Ascetical Homilies, 46, 223; Naduviledam, 
Eschatological Vision of St. Isaac the Syrian, 53; Brock, “St. Isaac of 
Nineveh and Syriac Spirituality,” 105. 

Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 46, 224; Naduviledam, 
Eschatological Vision of St. Isaac the Syrian, 54; Brock, “St. Isaac of 
Nineveh and Syriac Spirituality,” 85-86. The tree of life is the love of God; 
the ‘love of God’ is Christ; Christ is the heavenly Bread, the nourishment of 
the Angels. The Syriac writers, especially Ephrem compares this tree of life 
as the Cross. The thief, who was on the right side of Jesus, saw in the Cross 
a tree of life. Thus he gained the faith and that faith brought him up and 
placed him in Paradise. Cf. Ephrem, The Pearl, Seven Hymns on the Faith, 
4/1. If the first tree was the fount of death, the Cross was the fount of life 
and this tree of life brings hope to mortal men. Cf. Ephrem, Nisibene 
Hymns, 14/8; Ephrem, Hymns on the Nativity, 1/2. 
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The Psalmist glorifies God for the dignified place 
which human beings adorned among the Creation. He says, 
“Yet you have made them a little lower than God, and crowned 
them with glory and honour” (Ps 8, 5). Isaac considers the 
dignity, received by the rational creatures, to the level of 
Divinity as the manifestation of the true love of God. He 
states, “One may know the true love of God for creation from 
this that after He had finished its structure in all its parts, He 
brought it all together into one unity: sensible realities and 
spiritual ones into one bond and He joined it to His divinity.” 
With wonder Isaac asks, “You even according to nature, if 
creation had received a greater position than this, would this 
have convinced your nature, O man, as a true sign of the 
abounding love of God for creation?””” 


God desired the crown of divinity for human beings, at 
the beginning of His Creative acts. It is a mystery, and it is 
revealed to the fathers who are moved by the Spirit, the Divine 
power.” Isaac explains this revealed mystery: “The union of 
Christ in the divinity has indicated to us the mystery of the 
unity of all in Christ. This is the mystery: that all creation by 
means of one, has been brought near to God in a mystery. 
Then it is transmitted to all. Thus all is united in Him as the 
members in a body; He, however, is the head of all. This 
action was performed for all of creation.”’* By contemplating 


7! Isaac, The Third Part, 5/2, 320. 

” Isaac, The Third Part, 5/3, 320. 
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Chiala, ed., Isacco Di Ninive Terza Collezione, 5/3, 27. 

® Cf. Isaac, The Third Part, 5/9, 322. 

™ Tsaac, The Third Part, 5/10, 322-323; Chiala, ed., Isacco Di 
Ninive Terza Collezione, 5/10, 28-29. 
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the immense love of God, Isaac is astonishing. He utters: 
“Glory to You, our Creator and our Lord, who by a right 
contemplation of Your love, have filled me with consolation 
and joy. You have raised my thinking from the depths of the 
earth and received it on the throne of Your Essence, to roam in 
the richness of Your Nature and marvel at the ineffable 
mysteries of Your love, desisting from the multiplicity of the 
elements of creation and ascending to the place of its 
Creator.”” 


The Creator has united creation to His Essence. This is 
a mystery which has to be looked at with wordless insight. The 
creature is crowned with the name of the Trinity, the name 
which even the angels are not pure enough to utter. This is 
proof of the immeasurable love of God for His creation. The 
astounding words of Isaac: 


O immeasurable love of God for His work (of creation)! Let 
us look at this mystery with wordless insight so as to know 
that He has united creation to His Essence, not because He 
needed to but to draw creation to Him that it might share in 
His riches, so as to give it what is His and to make known to 
it the eternal goodness of His Nature. He has conferred on it 
the magnificence and the glory of His divinity in order that 
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® Isaac, The Third Part, 5/11, 323; Chiala, ed., Isacco Di Ninive 
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instead of the invisible God, visible creation might be called 
“God” and in place of what is uncreated and above time, 
God crowned with the name of the Trinity the creature and 
what is subject to a beginning. On the work of His creation, 
in order of His sacred character, He has set the glorious 
name which even the mouths of the angels are not pure 
enough to utter.”° 


Isaac asserts that this is the ‘emptying’ which is spoken by the 
Holy Scripture. The interpretation of the word “he emptied 
himself’ (Phi 2, 7) gives insight into the story of divine love. 
Upholding this insight, Isaac avows, “God loved all of creation 
to such an extent that creation is called “God,” and the name of 
the majesty of God becomes creation’s own.””” 


2.2. Incarnation: Expression of God’s Self-giving Love 


The birth of Jesus Christ in Bethlehem is the happiest 
event that could possibly have occurred in the entire history of 
the world. In Isaac’s view, the main and only reason for the 
coming of Jesus on earth is purely positive. That is, the reason 


7 Isaac, The Third Part, 5/14, 324; Chiala, ed., Isacco Di Ninive 

Terza Collezione, 5/14, 29; Hansbury, “Theosis in Isaac III,” 292. 
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Isaac, The Third Part, 5/15, 324; Chiala, ed., Isacco Di Ninive 

Terza Collezione, 5/15, 30. 
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for His Incarnation is not human sin but divine love.” The 
Scripture says, “For God so loved the world that he gave his 
only Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not perish 
but may have eternal life” (Jn 3, 16). Macarius proclaims: “So 
great is the love of God towards man. The Immortal chose to 
be crucified for thee. Consider then how God loved the world, 
because He gave His only begotten Son for them.”” It is this 
intense love of God towards creation, which surrendered His 
own Son to death on the Cross. Isaac depicts it very clearly: 


This was not, however, because He could not have redeemed 
us in another way, but so that His surpassing love, 
manifested hereby, might be a teacher unto us. And by the 
death of His only-begotten Son, He made us near to Himself. 
Yea, if He had had anything more precious, He would have 
given it to us, so that by it our race might be His own. 
Because of His great love for us, it was not His pleasure to 
do violence to our freedom (although He is able to do so), 
but He chose that we should draw near to Him by the love of 
our understanding. For the sake of His love for us and in 


8 Ware, “Foreword,” in Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the 
Syrian, 10; Clément, The Roots of Christian Mysticism, 275; Keating, 
Intimacy with God, 149-150. “The depth and range of divine love for 
humanity and of human response to God and neighbour is manifest in Jesus, 
where the Word, the narrative of God’s love, takes flesh. That is where the 
deepest character of Godself is revealed as love (1 Jn 4, 16). Biblical 
foundations provide the inexhaustible source of God’s own self as the 
appropriate object of a theology of love.” Mcdonagh, “Love,” 604; 
Dominic, “The Love of God the Primary Reason for the Incarnation 
According to Isaac of Nineveh,” 146; Vesa, The Doctrine of Knowledge in 
Isaac of Nineveh and the East Syriac Theology of the 7-8th Century, 18. 

” Macarius, Fifty Spiritual Homilies, 15/44,128. 
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obedience to His Father, Christ joyfully took upon Himself 
insult and sorrow.*° 


Disregarding the shame of the Cross Jesus accepted it for the 
sake of the joy (Cf. Heb 12, 2). For this same reason He said 
on the night in which He was betrayed, “Take, eat; this is my 
body” (Mt 26, 26) and “Drink from it, all of you; for this is my 
blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the 
forgiveness of sins” (Mt 26, 27-28). The motive for 
Incarnation is Divine love, and it is the expression of His 
eternal nature as self-giving love.*' 


Through the Incarnation, God revealed Himself to human 
beings to the highest degree. In turn, human beings are called 
to respond to this revelation of love with their own love for 
God. It is the result of Incarnation that human beings are able 
to attain such a state of love when he becomes like God.* 
Isaac describes the great privilege of contemplating God and 
hearing His Voice that human beings got with Incarnation: 


The Word Who became man clothed Himself in it, and 
therewith He spoke to us in our body. Every man who has 
been clothed with it has truly been made like unto Him Who 
came down from His own exaltedness, and did the splendour 
of His majesty, and concealed His glory with humility, lest 
creation should be utterly consumed by the contemplation of 
Him. Creation could not look upon Him unless He took a 


8° Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 71, 345-346; Cf. Ware, The 
Orthodox Way, 93; Micahel, “How can the Understanding of Divine Mercy 
Lead to the Practice of ‘mercy’ as a Way to Peace among God’s Children?,” 
58; Ramelli, “Love,” 623. 

*! Cf. Ware, “Foreword,” in Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac 
the Syrian, 11; Ramelli, “Love,” 623. 

* Cf. Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 49-50; 
Clément, The Roots of Christian Mysticism, 151. 
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part of it to Himself, and thus conversed with it, and neither 
could it hear the words of His mouth face to face.* 


The people of Israel were not even able to hear the 
voice of God when He spoke with them from the cloud (Cf. 
Deut 5, 25). To make worthy of hearing His voice and seeing 
the vision of His revelation, they had to keep themselves chaste 
for three days according to the command of Moses (Cf. Ex 19, 
15). With this preparation also they could not receive the 
vision of His light and the power of the voice of His thunder. 
They were so afflicted to receive His vision and to hear His 
voice, and so they said to Moses, “You speak to us, and we will 
listen, but do not let God speak to us, or we will die” (Ex 20, 
19). The sight of God was so terrible that even Moses said, “I 
tremble with fear” (Heb12, a1? But now, through the 
Incarnation, human beings can experience the tangible love of 
God. Isaac writes: 


When He has poured out His grace upon the world through 
his own coming, He has descended, not in an earthquake, not 
in a fire, not in a terrible and mighty sound, but as the rain 
upon a fleece, and rain-drops that fall upon the earth, softly, 
and He was seen conversing with us after another fashion. 
This came to pass when, as though in a treasury, He 
concealed His majesty with the veil of his flesh, and among 
us spoke with us in that body which His own bidding 
wrought for Him out of the womb of the Virgin. All this He 
did so that on beholding Him Who was of our race 
conversing with us, we should not be smitten with terror by 
the vision of Him.*° 


83 Tsaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 77, 381. 
*4 Cf Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 77, 381. 
85 Tsaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 77, 382. 
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As a result of Incarnation angels and other celestial 
beings are also privileged to see the vision of God. Before that, 
they could not penetrate into these mysteries.*° Isaac claims, 
“Before Christ’s incarnate coming, the theoria of the intellect 
and vision, whereby the order of the celestial beings is moved, 
was not within their power, so that they could penetrate into 
these mysteries. But when the Word was made flesh, in Jesus, 
a door was opened unto them.’”*’ 


In Isaac’s opinion, the sole intention and reason for 
Incarnation and the death of Jesus on the Cross were to make 
known the world, the infinite love of God. He wanted human 
beings to turn to Him as their father. Isaac speaks: 


When the entire extent of creation had abandoned and 
forgotten God and had perfected themselves in every kind of 
wickedness, of his own will and without any supplication or 
request from elsewhere he came down to their abode and 
lived among them in their body just as one of them, and with 
a love exalted beyond knowledge or description by any 
created being, he begged them to turn back to himself, 
showing them concerning the glorious establishment of the 


*° Cf. Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 51. 

87 Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 28, 139. The term theoria 
(Geopia) is borrowed from the Neo-Platonists by the Greek Fathers, 
especially, Clement of Alexandria, Origen and Gregory of Nyssa. This 
originally meant the intellectual vision of the truth, the supreme activity of 
the human person. Here the Fathers used this Greek term to denote the 
experiential knowledge that comes through love. Theoria was later 
translated into the Latin word contemplatio. Isaac says: “Contemplation 
(theoria) is the perception of the divine mysteries hidden in the things 
which are spoken (in the Scriptures).” Hansbury, tr., St. Isaac of Nineveh on 
Ascetical Life, 2/26, 39; Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 2, 12; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus 
Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 17; Crouzel, Origen, 116. 

tSSoqs09 wats assays oN) aydia RxAs once Bhar9 
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world to come, having intended before all worlds to 
introduce felicity such as this for creation: he informed them 
of its existence and forgave them all the sins which they had 
previously committed, and confirmed this goodwill by 
means of authoritative signs and wonders, and the revelation 
to them of his Mysteries; and finally he has stooped down so 
far that he is willing to be called ‘Father’ of sinful human 
nature, dust from the earth, despicable human beings, flesh 
and blood: can these things be performed without great 
love? 


The Incarnation of God paves the way for the creation to be in 
one with God. Isaac expresses this: “You have given your 
entire treasure to the world: if you gave the only-begotten from 
your bosom and from the throne of your Being for the benefit 
of all, what further do you have which you have not given to 
your creation? The world has become mingled with God, and 
creation and Creator have become one!’””*” 


The entire theological thought of Isaac derives from the 
idea that God reveals Himself to the world as ineffable love. 
The mystery of Incarnation and the death of Jesus on the Cross 
were out of His love for the Creation. Through these, the 
human nature renewed, and an entrance into the kingdom of 
heaven was opened for the whole humanity. Through the death 
and resurrection, by the deified human nature of Jesus, human 


*§ Brock, tr., The Second Part, 40/14, 178. 
rés\ios Maar arin worn ral, ema Mra ala aa wk emis Vasa 
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great love - hubbd sangid/m x2 som (tb46 ian). Cf. Brock, ed., The 
Second Part, 40/14, 167; Naduviledam, Eschatological Vision of St. Isaac 
the Syrian, 45-46; Collins, “Love,” 608. 
* Brock, tr., The Second Part, 5/18, 13-14. 
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beings are able to ascent to the divine light and love.” In 
Isaac’s reflection, the Incarnate Jesus and the Kingdom of God 
are ‘love’ itself. Jesus Christ is the heavenly bread, which is 
love. This heavenly bread is the bread of the angels to which 
Jesus said that those who eat from this will become immortal.”! 
Isaac asserts: 


When we find love, we partake of heavenly bread and are 
made strong without labour and toil. The heavenly bread is 
Christ, who came down from heaven and gave life to the 
world. This is the nourishment of the angels. The person 
who has found love eats and drinks Christ every day and 
every hour and is thereby made immortal. ‘He that eateth of 
this bread,’ he says, ‘which I will give him, shall not see 
death unto eternity.’ Blessed is he who consumes the bread 
of love which is Jesus! He who eats love eats Christ, the 
God over all, as John bears witness saying, ‘God is love.’” 


When Adam and Eve fall into sin in the Paradise, God 
said, “By the sweat of your face you shall eat bread until you 
return to the ground, for out of it you were taken; you are dust, 
and to dust, you shall return” (Gen 3, 19). He also said that the 


°° Cf. Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 59. 

*! When Isaac speaks of the heavenly bread there is a connotation 
on the Eucharistic bread. Jesus Christ is love. Eucharistic bread is Jesus 
Christ and hence Eucharistic bread is love. That is, those who eat love eat 
Jesus Christ Himself. It is the bread of angels. In the Syriac tradition also 
Eucharist is said as the bread of angels. Cf. Ephrem, Hymns on Unleavened 
Bread, 19/10. 

*° Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 46, 224; Cf. Isaac, Mystic 
Treatises, 43, 211. 
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Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 316-317. Cf. 
Ware, The Orthodox Way, 146; Naduviledam, Eschatological Vision of St. 
Isaac the Syrian, 54; Ross, Pillars of Flame, 81. 
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earth should bring forth thorns and thistles for you (Cf. Gen 3, 
18) which are the mysteries, signify the husbandry of this life. 
But from the time of that night when the Lord Jesus Christ 
sweated (Cf. Lk 22, 44), He changed the sweat that brought 
forth thorns and thistles into a sweat in prayer and the 
husbandry of righteousness, says Isaac.”? Through this, He 
paved the way to the Kingdom of God where there is the 
heavenly nourishment. Where there is love, there is the 
Kingdom of God. It is the love which will be eaten and drunk 
at the table of the Kingdom. Love is the wine in the Kingdom 
of God. It nourishes all sorts of people who drink it. Isaac 
explains it very clearly: 


Love is the kingdom, where the Lord mystically promises his 
disciples [they will] eat in his kingdom. For when we hear 
him say, ‘Ye shall eat and drink at the table of my kingdom’ 
what do we suppose we shall eat, if not love? Love, rather 
than food and drink, is sufficient to nourish a man. This is 
the wine ‘which maketh glad the heart of a man.’ Blessed is 
he who partakes of this wine! Licentious men have drunk 
this wine and became chaste; sinners have drunk it and have 
forgotten the pathways of stumbling; drunkards have drunk 
this wine, and became fasters; the rich have drunk it and 
desired poverty; the poor have drunk it and been enriched 
with hope; the sick have drunk it and became strong; the 
unlearned have taken it and became wise.” 


The crucifixion and death of Jesus was the peak point 
of the sacrificial love of the Divinity. Incarnation refers to this 
peak point. When reflecting on this mystery, Isaac sees the 
Cross as the bridge to the peaceful abode and the crown of 


Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 29, 143. 
4 Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 46, 224; Powell, Unconditional 
Love, 40; Brock, “Mary and the Eucharist,” 34-35. 
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thorns (Cf. Mt 27, 29) as the helmet of salvation (Cf. Eph 6, 
17). With these delightful thoughts, Isaac utters this heart- 
touching prayer which reflects God’s great love: 


May the Cross of shame which You mounted for my sake 
become a bridge to that peaceful abode; may the crown of 
thorns with which Your head was crowned, become for me 
the helmet of salvation on the heated day of battle; may the 
spit which Your face received prepare me to have an open 
face before the tribunal at Your advent; may Your holy body 
which was exposed on the Cross crucify me to this world 
and its lusts by means of love for You; may Your clothing 
for which lots were cast tear asunder before my eyes the 
garment of darkness with which I am inwardly clothed; may 
the water and blood which came forth from You become for 
me a document granting liberty from the ancient state of 
servitude; may Your Body and Your Blood which have been 
mingled with my body remain within me as a pledge that I 
will not be deprived of the constant sight of You in that 
realm which has no end.”° 


According to Isaac, the hidden glory of God which is 
concealed in the natures of things is seen through the eyes of 
faith. In Ephrem it is known as the luminous eye. By means of 
these eyes of faith, Isaac affirms that the Cross symbolizes the 
Old Testament and the New Testament.” Furthermore, it is the 


°° Brock, tr., The Second Part, 5/25, 16. Cross - slibd/réas\ a 
(wuA,). Cf. Brock, ed., The Second Part, 5/25, 12; Brock, “The Prayers of 
St. Isaac the Syrian,” 28. The Cross is the ultimate expression of God’s 
compassionate love. Cf. Naluparayil, “Compassionate Jesus,” 181; 
Parappally, “Jesus - the Compassionate One,” 191; Brock, “Isaac the 
Syrian,” 996. 

°° luminous eye (ayna Sapya/iss 3.4). Ephrem also mentions this 


inner eye as the eye of the mind or of the soul which functions by means of 
faith. 
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final seal of the economy of our Saviour Jesus Christ.’’ He 
writes, “Whenever we gaze on the Cross in a composed way, 
with our emotions steadied, the recollection of our Lord’s 
entire economy gathers together and stands before our interior 
eyes.” 


2.3. Gehenna: Scourge of Love 


Isaac understands Gehenna within the context of the 
Gospel’s message of God’s unspeakable love and boundless 
mercy. By referring the Gospel of St. Mathew, he teaches that 
God is primarily the householder who rewards equally those 
who worked only one hour and those who have borne the 
burden and heat of the whole day (Cf. Mt 20, 1-15). A person 
is received in the Kingdom of God on the basis of God’s mercy 
and love for him. His worthiness or unworthiness will not be 
considered. The Kingdom of God is not a reward, or the 
Gehenna is not a punishment in the reflection of Isaac. Both 
are gifts of the merciful God “who desires everyone to be 
saved and to come to the knowledge of the truth” (1 Tim 2, 
A). 


Cf. Isaac, Ascetical Homilies, 46, 223; Isaac, Discours Ascétiques, 72/1, 
449; Ephrem, Hymns on Faith, 3/5; 5/18; 53/12; Brock, The Luminous Eye, 
52-55. 

°’ Cf. Brock, tr., The Second Part, 11/25, 60. economy of our 
Saviour - mdabranitad d-paréqan/ ois. <sosinx (yaad 9 iKasiads). Cf. 
Brock, ed., The Second Part, 11/25, 50; Cantalamessa, The Ascent of Mount 
Sinai, 39. 

8 Brock, tr., The Second Part, 11/26, 60; Brock, ed., The Second 
Part, 11/26, 50. 
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Isaac has a unique vision on the matters of the Kingdom 
of God or Paradise and Gehenna. The blessing of the Paradise 
is the participation of human persons in the love of God. The 
Paradise itself is the love of God. Here the persons are 
participating in the nourishment of the tree of life, which is the 
love of God. There is also participation in the nourishment of 
the heavenly bread, which is the love of God, which is Jesus 
Christ Himself (Cf. Jn 6, 50). There in the Paradise, all are 
breathing the air of resurrection.'”° 


The agony or pain of Gehenna in Isaac’s vision is the 
inability of persons to participate in the love of God. This does 
not mean that sinners in Gehenna are underprivileged of the 
love of God. On the contrary, God loves everyone equally, 
both the righteous and the sinners. But for the righteous, this 
love becomes a source of delight and blessedness in Paradise, 


'©0 Cf. Isaac, Ascetical Homilies, 46, 223-224; Alfeyev, The 
Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 279; Brock, “Mary and the Eucharist,” 
34; Brock, The Holy Spirit in the Syrian Baptismal Tradition, 139-140. 
Ephrem also mentions about the air of Paradise and its fragrance as the 
nourishment: “For its scent gives nourishment to all at all times, and 
whoever inhales it is overjoyed and forgets his earthly bread; this is the 
table of the Kingdom.” 
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on Paradise, 11/15. He says again: “The air of Paradise is a fountain of 
delight from which Adam sucked when he was young; its very breath, like a 
mother’s breast, gave him nourishment in his childhood.” 
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rémsaial Ephrem, Hymns on Paradise, 11/1. Cf. Harvey, “St. Ephrem on 
the Scent of Salvation,” 122. 
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and for the sinners, it is a source of torment. In Isaac’s 


teachings, the torment in Gehenna is actually the scourge of 
Love: 


I also maintain that those who are punished in Gehenna are 
scourged by the scourge of love. Nay, what is so bitter and 
vehement as the torment of love? I mean that those who 
have become conscious that they have sinned against love 
suffer greater torment from this than from any fear of 
punishment. For the sorrow caused in the heart by sin 
against love is more poignant than any torment. It would be 
improper for a man to think that sinners in Gehenna are 
deprived of the love of God. Love is the offspring of 
knowledge of the truth which, as is commonly 
confessed, is given to all. The power of love works in two 
ways: it torments sinners, even as happens here when a 
friend suffers from a friend; but it becomes a source of joy 
for those who have observed its duties. Thus I say that this is 
the torment of Gehenna: bitter regret. But love inebriates the 
souls of the sons of Heaven by its delectability.'° 


'°! Cf. Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 279; 
Alfeyev, “Isaac the Syrian (Isaac of Nineveh),” 166; Lossky, The Mystical 
Theology of the Eastern Church, 234; Naduviledam, Eschatological Vision 
of St. Isaac the Syrian, 27; Golitzin, “A Monastic Setting for the Syriac 
Apocalypse of Daniel,” 73. 

'© Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 28, 141; Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 
27, 136; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 201-202. 
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In Isaac’s stance, those who endure torment in Gehenna 
are chastised, not by divine anger or not by any desire on 
God’s part to exact retaliation. In God, there is no cruelty or 
unkindness. So the persons in Gehenna are suffering from the 
scourge of love. The grief which takes hold of the heart that 
has sinned against love is more piercing than any other pain. 
Actually, the same love of God acts in a double way, as 
suffering in the reproved, and as joy in the blessed.'°? The love 
of God will be an intolerable suffering for those who have not 
acquired it within themselves. '* 


As Jesus Himself had witnessed, there are many 
mansions in the Kingdom of Heaven (Cf. Jn 14, 2). All these 
dwelling places are found inside this Kingdom. Beyond its 
borders, there found only the Gehenna.'® It is of Isaac’s firm 
conviction that there is no other intermediate state between 
these two realms: 


Besides the state that is completely on high and the state that 
is absolutely below, in the future separation, there will be no 
middle realm between. A person will either belong entirely 


Cf. Naduviledam, Eschatological Vision of St. Isaac the Syrian, 25; 
Shelém6én, The Book of the Bee, 162; Clément, The Roots of Christian 
Mysticism, 303. 

'3 Cf. Ware, “Foreword,” in Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac 
the Syrian, 9-10; Golitzin, “A Monastic Setting for the Syriac Apocalypse 
of Daniel,” 73; Alfeyev, “Eschatology,” 113-114. 

'4 Cf. Lossky, The Mystical Theology of the Eastern Church, 234. 
Origen explains the condition of love of God in the fallen souls: “As God, 
then, is a fire, and the angels a flame of fire, and all the saints are fervent in 
spirit, so, on the contrary, those who have fallen away from the love of God 
are undoubtedly said to have cooled in their affection for Him, and to have 
become cold. For the Lord also says, that, ‘because iniquity has abounded, 
the love of many will grow cold’ (Mt 24, 12).” Origen, De Principiis, 2/8, 
122. 

'°5 Cf. Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 278. 
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to those who dwell on high or entirely to those below; but 
within both the one state and the other are diverse degrees of 
recompense. If this is true, which it most certainly is, what 
is more senseless and more foolish than those who say that 
‘It is enough for me to escape Gehenna, I do not seek to 
enter into the Kingdom!’ For, to escape Gehenna means 
precisely to enter the Kingdom, even as falling away from 
the Kingdom is entering Gehenna.'” 


Referring to the Scripture Isaac states that the Scripture 
also has to teach nothing about the existence of three realms. 
In the Gospel of Mathew, it is written, “All the nations will be 
gathered before him, and he will separate people one from 
another as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats, and 
he will put the sheep at his right hand and the goats at the left” 
(Mt 25, 32-33). Isaac undoubtedly asserts his opinion: 


He did not speak of three orders, but two: one on the right 
and one on the left. And He definitely separated the 
distinctions of their dwelling places, saying, “The righteous 
shall shine forth as the sun in the kingdom of their Father, 
but sinners shall depart into everlasting fire. And again, 
‘Many shall come from the east and west, and shall sit down 
with Abraham, and Isaac, and Jacob, in the Kingdom of 
Heaven. But the sons of the kingdom shall be cast out into 
the outer darkness: there shall be the weeping and the 
gnashing of teeth,’ a thing more dreadful than any fire. Have 
you not understand by these things that falling short of the 
order on high is, namely, the Gehenna of torment?!” 


Isaac believes that on the Day of Judgment, the sheep 
will be separated from the goats, and that the goats will be sent 
to Gehenna. But Isaac, with his strong hope in God’s 


'06 Tsaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 6, 56-57. 
'07 Tsaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 6, 57. 
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mercifulness, concludes that the torment of Gehenna cannot be 
eternal. Here also Isaac keeps the thinking pattern of Origen 
and Evagrius. He opines that God is not the creator of evil, and 
thus, evil has no substantial existence.'°* The asserting words 
of Evagrius: “There was a time when evilness did not exist, and 
there will be a time when it will no more exist, whereas there 
was no time when virtue did not exist, and there will be no time 
when it will not exist. For the germs of virtue are impossible to 
destroy.’ Hence sin, Gehenna and death do not exist at all 
with God, for they are effects, not substances.''° Isaac says: 


SIN, GEHENNA, AND DEATH do not exist at all with God, 
for they are effects, not substances. Sin is the fruit of free 
will. There was a time when sin did not exist, and there will 
be a time when it will not exist. Gehenna is the fruit of sin. 
At some point in time it had a beginning, but its end is not 
known. Death, however, is a dispensation of the wisdom of 
the Creator. It will rule only a short time over nature; then it 
will be totally abolished. Satan’s name derives from 
voluntary turning aside from the truth; it is not an indication 
that he exists as such naturally.'"' 


'°8 According to Origen evil things are not substances, they are 
accidents. They are not created by God. It is an effluence of matter. It has a 
beginning, but will not be eternal. Origen, Philokalia, 24/4, 202-203. Cf. 
Collins, The Word Made Love, 189. 

'? Ramelli, tr., Evagrius’ Kephalaia Gnostika, 1/40; Casiday, 
Reconstructing the Theology of Evagrius Ponticus, 240. 

0 Cf. Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 281; 
Crouzel, Origen, 262. 

"ll Tsaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 27, 133; Cf. Isaac, Mystic 
Treatises, 26, 128; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 
6 
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Even though there will be a preceding period when sinners will 
be tormented in Gehenna, Isaac convinced that all the evils 
would be swallowed up by victory (Cf. 1 Cor 15, 54) and God 
will be all in all (Cf. 1 Cor 15, 28).''? Isaac thanking God for 
His unconditional and unlimited love and mercy towards the 
sinners: 


O the wondrous mercy of God! O the astonishment at the 
goodness of our God and Creator! O might for which all is 
possible! O the immeasurable kindness toward our nature, 
that he will bring even sinners back into existence! Who is 
sufficient to glorify him? He raises up the transgressor and 
blasphemer, He renews dust unendowed with reason, making 
it rational and comprehending, and the scattered and 
insensible dust and the scattered senses He makes a rational 
nature capable of thought, even though at his resurrection the 
sinner will be unable to be reconciled with His grace. Where 
is Gehenna, that can afflict us? Where is the torment that 
terrifies us in many ways and quenches the joy of his love? 
And what is Gehenna compared with the grace of his 
resurrection, when he will raise us from Sheol and cause our 
corruptible nature to be clad in incorruption, and raise up in 
glory what has fallen into Sheol? '"° 


The same Isaac continued when he describes: 


Come, men of discernment, and be filled with wonder! 
Whose mind is sufficiently wise to wonder worthily at the 
bounty of our Creator? His recompense to sinners is that, 
instead of a just recompense, he rewards them with 


Ab Apis gaits <1) a) ua .23aa%a oieysatn oa wadies er) PI) ot 
Juba re ihay2 miAasS m9 ax JUS .amaid Aas Asse - : 
Cf. Naduviledam, Eschatological Vision of St. Isaac the Syrian, 25. 
° Cf. Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 282; 
Naduviledam, Eschatological Vision of St. Isaac the Syrian, 22. 
'8 Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 51, 251-252. 
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resurrection, and instead of those bodies with which they 
trampled upon his law, he robes them with the glory of 
perfection. That grace whereby we are resurrected after we 
have sinned is greater than the grace which brought us into 
being when we were not, O Lord! Behold, Lord, the waves 
of thy grace close my mouth in silence, and there is not a 
thought left in me, not even for giving thanks unto Thee. 
What mouths can confess Thy praise, O good King, Thou 
Who lovest our life? Glory be to Thee for the two worlds 
which Thou hast created for our growth and delight, leading 
us by all things which Thou didst fashion to the knowledge 
of Thy glory, from now and unto the ages.'"* 


God is always looking beyond to the advantage that will come 
from His dealings with human beings. The matter of Gehenna 
is one of such things. Isaac explains: 


(So) you should see that, while God’s caring is guiding us 
(all the time) to what He wishes (for us), as things outwardly 
appear it is from us that He takes the occasion (for providing 
things), (His aim) being to carry out by every means what He 
has intended for our advantage. All this is because He knew 
beforehand our inclination towards all sorts of wickedness, 
(and so) He cunningly made the harmful consequences 
which would result from this into a means of entry to the 
(future) good and the setting right of our corrupted state. 
These are things which are known only to Him. But after we 


'4 Tsaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 51, 252; Cf. Isaac, Mystic 
Treatises, 50, 241; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 
359. 
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Cf. Naduviledam, Eschatological Vision of St. Isaac the Syrian, 26; 
Shelém6n, The Book of the Bee, 162. 
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have been exercised and assisted little by little as a result of 
these (consequences) after they have occurred, we realize 
and perceive that it could not turn out otherwise than in 
accordance with what has been foreseen by Him. This is 
how everything works with Him, even though things may 
seem otherwise to us: with Him, it is not a matter of 
retribution, but He is (always) looking (beyond) to the 
advantage that will come from His dealings with humanity. 
And one such thing is this matter of Gehenna.' 


It is Isaac’s opinion that God is going to manifest some 
wonderful outcome with respect to the ordering of this matter 
of Gehenna’s torment. It is a matter of immense and ineffable 
compassion on the part of God. Out of it, the wealth of His 
love, power and wisdom will become known to all.''® 
According to him, the idea of the end of torment would not 
lead to laxity and the loss of the fear of God. On the contrary, 
this idea inflames within a person love of God and the 
repentance that comes from the immeasurable mercy of the 
Creator. The feeling of God as a caring Father gives birth in a 
person to a filial love for Him. It creates in him true devotion 
and faithfulness towards God. Whereas the notion of God as a 
chastiser creates in a person a slavish fear and dread before 


''S Brock, tr., The Second Part, 39/5, 164-165; Cf. Brock, tr., The 
Second Part, 39/5, 154. 
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Cf. Naduviledam, Eschatological Vision of St. Isaac the Syrian, 29; 
Kavwvadas, “Some Observations on the Theological Anthropology of Isaac 
of Nineveh and its Sources,” 151-152. 

''6 Cf. Brock, tr., The Second Part, 39/6, 165. His love and power 
and wisdom - humbéh, uhayleh uhekmtéh/msaasa mliva macx ( ohana oem 
manana). Cf. Brock, ed., The Second Part, 39/6, 155. 
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Him.''’ Isaac insists that our Creator has to be understood as 
love and mercy rather than as chastiser and retaliator. If God 
will punish sinners eternally, the creation of the world will be a 
mistake on the part of God.''® By blaming God as a punisher, 
Isaac says that we are applying weakness to God.'” 


Gehenna is a mystery, created by God as a way of 
bringing to perfection.'*° Its mystery is hidden from both 
angels and human beings, and from those who are being 
chastised, whether they are demons or human beings. It will be 
hidden for as long as the appointed period of time holds 
influence.'*! With regard to Gehenna, Isaac is influenced by 
Origen’s theology of Purgatory. Origen is the first great 
theologian of Purgatory. According to him demons are the 
fallen angels who shared in the divine Logos, the Word and 
Reason of God. But by the free choice of their will they 


"Cf. Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 288. 

"8 Cf. Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 289. 

"'? Tsaac claims: “Love, when it operates, is not concerned with the 
requiting of former things by means of its own good deeds or correction; 
rather, it looks to what is most advantageous in the future: it examines what 
is to come, and not things that are past. If we think otherwise than this, then 
according to the resulting childish view the Creator will prove to be weak - I 
speak as a human being - for after what He had established had become 
corrupted against His will, He devised some other plan, preparing ills in 
return for its corruption. Such are the feeble ways of understanding the 
Creator!” Brock, tr., The Second Part, 39/17, 170. 

'° The Syriac word used for perfection is gmirita (Whar ), 
derived from the root »_, which means ‘to perfect,’ ‘to finish,’ ‘to cause,’ 
‘to become,’ ‘to accomplish,’ etc. It has also the sense of ‘completeness,’ 
‘full growth.’ or ‘holiness.’ Cf. Smith, ed., 4 Compendious Syriac 
Dictionary, 72; Thelly, Syriac-English-Malayalam Lexicon, 48; Aravackal, 
“John the Solitary,” 127. 

'*! Cf. Brock, tr., The Second Part, 39/20, 171; Ramelli, “Love,” 
623. 
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rejected this participation in the Logos and became beings 
without reason. Salvation of the fallen angels is the part of 
Apokatastasis which denotes his doctrine of the restoration of 
all things at the end of time. Keeping this doctrine Isaac also 
says that Gehenna is a sort of Purgatory. The true aim of the 
establishment of Gehenna is for the salvation of both human 
beings and fallen angels. '”* 


God established Gehenna as a result of His eternal 
goodness. If we think or say otherwise, we are attributing to 
the divine nature an enmity towards the rational beings which 
He created through grace. Isaac affirms that there is no single 
action of God which is not entirely a matter of mercy, love and 
compassion: 


If the kingdom and Gehenna had not been foreseen in the 
purpose of our good God, as a result of the coming into 
being of good and evil actions, (then God’s) thoughts 
concerning these would not be eternal; but righteousness and 
sin were known by Him before they revealed themselves. 
Accordingly the Kingdom and Gehenna are matters 


at 62 Origen, Philokalia, 19, 130; Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of 
Isaac the Syrian, 290. Crouzel, Origen, 213-257; Fairweather, Origen and 
Greek Patristic Theology, 253; Gregory of Nyssa, The Life of Moses, 17; 
167; Ramelli, “The Debate on Apokatastasis in Pagan and Christian 
Platonists,” 201; Harpur, Love Burning in the Soul, 41; Holt, Thirsty for 
God, 36; Thunerg, “The Human Person as Image of God,” 306. 

Alfeyev gives a note in his book The Spiritual World of Isaac the 
Syrian: “Isaac’s idea of universal salvation is not to be equated with 
Origen’s teaching on the apokatastasis ton panton (restoration of all). In 
Origen, universal restoration comes not as the end of the world, but is a 
passing phase from one created world to another which will come into 
existence after the present world has come to its end. This idea is alien to 
Christian tradition and unknown to Isaac.” Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of 
Isaac the Syrian, n. 67, 296; Cf. Naduviledam, Eschatological Vision of St. 
Isaac the Syrian, n. 85, 25. 
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belonging to mercy, which were conceived of in their 
essence by God as a result of His eternal goodness. It was 
not a matter of requiting, even though He gave them the 
name of requital. That we should further say or think that 
the matter is not full of love and mingled with compassion 
would be an opinion full of blasphemy and insult to our Lord 
God. (By saying) that He will even hand us over to burning 
for the sake of sufferings, torment, and all sorts of ills, we 
are attributing to the Divine Nature an enmity towards the 
very rational beings which He created through grace; (the 
same is true if we say) that He acts or thinks with spite and 
with a vengeful purpose, as though He were avenging 
Himself. Among all His actions there is none which is not 
entirely a matter of mercy, love and compassion: this 
constitutes the beginning and the end of His dealings with 
is, 
Isaac tries to describe the indescribable mercy and love of God. 
With wonder he utters, “How much to be worshipped is our 
Lord God’s gentle compassion and His immeasurable 
munificence: He makes many threats, but He makes the 


'23 Brock, tr., The Second Part, 39/22, 172; Brock, ed., The Second 
Part, 39/22, 162. 
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Cf. Hagman, The Asceticism of Isaac of Nineveh, 202; Naduviledam, 
Eschatological Vision of St. Isaac the Syrian, 28-29. 
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punishment small out of grace, all in order to increase love for 
Him in ourselves.”'™* 


With regard to the duration of the purification period in 
Gehenna Isaac holds the theological teachings of Origen on 
Purgatory. Origen has this idea, which says that as a doctor 
takes enough time to cure a patient, God also allows certain 
period to purify the souls.'*° Likewise, Isaac also says that 
God will raise the persons in Gehenna to a state of perfection, 
after a fixed period of their suffering. This period of 
purification is not lasting for ever, but lasting for an age, in 
proportion to the measure of iniquity and wickedness of the 
sinners.'”° It is not the will of our Heavenly Father that one of 
His little ones should be lost (Cf. Mt 18, 14). Each one has a 
place reserved for him in the Kingdom of God. The transitory 
period of Gehenna has been established for those who are 
unable to enter straight away into the Kingdom.'*’ Even 
though it is limited, Gehenna is grievous, and its terrible 


'4 Brock, tr., The Second Part, 39/22, 172; Brock, ed., The 
Second Part. 39/22, 162. 
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see Os 3 Origen, De Principiis, 2/10, 140; Daniélou, Origen, 284; 
Ludlow, Universal Salvation, 34. 

'26 Cf. Brock, tr., The Second Part, 40/5, 175. Daley, The Hope of 
the Early Church, 81-82; Naduviledam, Eschatological Vision of St. Isaac 
the Syrian, n. 78, 23; Shelém6n, The Book of the Bee, 163. 

"7 Cf. Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 293. 
Origen usually considers the divine punishments as remedial and merciful. 
It aimed at the amendment and conversion of those punished. He has 
however, saw the possibility that Gehenna might have a final character for 
the demons, or, with more hesitation, even for men; this is not to be imputed 
to God who is good, but to the stubbornness of the creature who will not, 
and even in the end cannot, let himself be touched by that goodness. Cf. 
Crouzel, Origen, 265. 
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suffering is unbearable. Hence in Isaac’s view, it is the reason 
that “there is joy in the presence of the angels of God over one 
sinner who repents” (Lk 15, 10). Isaac writes: 


No part belonging to any single one of (all) rational beings 
will be lost, so far as God is concerned, in the preparation of 
that supernal Kingdom which is prepared for all worlds. 
Because of the goodness of His nature by which He brought 
the universe into being and then bears, guides, and provides 
for the worlds and all created things in His immeasurable 
compassion, He has devised the establishment of the 
Kingdom of heaven for the entire community of rational 
beings - even though an intervening time is reserved for the 
general raising (of all) beings to the same level. (And we 
say this) so that we too may concur with the magisterial 
teaching of Scripture. Nevertheless (Gehenna) is grievous, 
even if it is thus limited in its extent: who can possibly bear 
it? For this reason, the angels in heaven rejoice at a single 
sinner who repents. | 


Genuine righteousness is required for the entrance into 
the Kingdom of Heaven. If that is the case, Isaac says that only 
one in ten thousand of the human beings would be found who 
could enter the Kingdom of Heaven.'”’ Isaac’s presentation of 
Gehenna as a place of purification which leads to heaven 
reflects Origen’s doctrine of Apokatastasis. He says that God, 
who is good and merciful by nature, wishes to save everyone 
by all sorts of means. Reflecting on the Gospel passages and 
referring to the people like the tax collector who was put in the 
right by his way of prayer (Cf. Lk 18, 14), the woman with two 


'8 Brock, tr., The Second Part, 40/7, 176. Angels who are in 
heaven - malake d-bakmayyd/ nzsi eatin (axa; Brio) Cf Brock, ed., 
The Second Part, 40/7, 165. 

'29 Brock, tr., The Second Part, 40/8, 176; Hunt, “The Monk as 
Mourner,” 151. 
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small coins (Cf. Mt 12, 42-43) and the man who got 
forgiveness on the cross (Cf. Lk 23, 40-43) Isaac explains this: 


By the device of grace, the majority of humankind will enter 
the Kingdom of heaven without the experience of Gehenna. 
But (this is) apart from those who, because of their hardness 
of heart and utter abandonment to wickedness and the lusts, 
fail to show remorse in suffering for their faults and their 
sins, (and) because these people have not been disciplined at 
all. For (God’s) holy nature is so good and so compassionate 
that it is always seeking to find some small means of putting 
us in the right, how he can forgive human beings their sins - 
like the case of the tax collector who was put in the right by 
the intensity of (his) prayer or like the case of a woman with 
two small coins or the man who received forgiveness on the 
cross. For (God) wishes our salvation, and not reasons to 
torment us.'*° 


The torment of Gehenna is very terrible and dreadful 
even though it is limited. Hence Isaac emphasizes that one 
should make every effort to avoid them and to come close to 
the doors of the Kingdom of Heaven during one’s lifetime. By 
avoiding vain activities, each person has to enable his life to 
become worthy of God.'*' Thus, he will be able to experience 
the love of God and to receive His mercy in advance. Isaac 
warns for the vigilance: 


'3° Brock, tr., The Second Part, 40/12, 177; Brock, ed. The Second 
Part, 40/12, 166. 
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Cf. Brock, ed., The Second Part, 40/12, 166; Naduviledam, Eschatological 
Vision of St. Isaac the Syrian, 29. 

'3! Cf Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 301. 
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Let us beware in ourselves, my beloved, and realize that 
even if Gehenna is subject to a limit, the taste of its 
experience is most terrible, and the extent of its bounds 
escapes our very understanding. Let us strive all the more to 
partake of the taste of God’s love for the sake of perpetual 
reflection on Him, and let us not (have) experience of 
Gehenna through neglect. Let us beware of diffuseness over 
many things, and (let us beware) of idleness in our 
recollectedness, so that by escaping from empty occupations 
in secret and from idleness in public, we may receive a 
perception of those mercies in ourselves. On the subject of 
riches, it is good that a rich man should speak, and on the 
position of freedom (it is good) that someone who enjoys it 
should speak; (similarly), on the subject of God, it is necessary 
that (only) someone worthy of God because of his virtue should 
speak.... It is fine and in order to tell of the magnitude of God’s 
goodness, of the mysteries of His mercies which His actions 
indicate, hidden though they are, as a result of their external 
appearance, from the world; but for the lax and guilty it is a 
matter of shame to make bold even (to speak) on all these topics 
too.... The beauty of truth befits a mouth that is beautiful. A 
holy thing befits the holy, in their harmony; fire awaits fire, and 
it is for a holy heart to keep holy the beauties of God.'” 


'S? Brock, tr., The Second Part, 41/1, 180. 
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Love of God (God’s love) — hubba d-Gldhd/eodres aan (xt: Fax); 
magnitude of God’s goodness - rabiit tabiiteh d-Glaha/~akc1 msaa\, wasi 
(2aX%2 emess; 9055); beautiful — Sapird/ wuss. (1k). Cf. Brock, ed., The 
Second Part, 41/1, 169-170. 
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3. Characteristics of God’s Love 


The sweetness and goodness of God’s love is always 
seen by Isaac with wonder. He is bowled over this 
immeasurable love and says, “O mankind who have received 
such a Lord! O sweetness and goodness without measure!”'** 
The Scripture proclaims, “The LORD, the LORD, a God 
merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in 
steadfast love and faithfulness” (Ex 34, 6). It is good to “give 
thanks to the LORD, for he is good; for his steadfast love 
endures forever” (1 Chr 16, 34). The true fatherhood of God is 
wrapped up in His nature of everlasting love. Hence Isaac 
opines that we will not learn the true fatherhood of God unless 
we receive the knowledge of the features of His love.'** 
Though it is unreachable for the human mind to comprehend 
these in its fullness, we can see certain characteristics of God’s 
all-encompassing love which are outshining in Isaac’s writings. 


3.1. Single and Equal Love 


God, our Lord, loves all things that exist, and detest 
none of the things that He has made, for He would not have 
made anything if He had hated it (Cf. Wis 11, 24). God 
created the world, guides it and going to bring it to the 
wondrous transformed state through and in His single love. 
Hence in the New Transformed World all the rational beings, 
just and evil, will find delight in Him. His love is single and 
equal towards all His creations, visible as well as invisible. 
Isaac explains: 


'33 Isaac, The Third Part, 3/37, 309; Chiala, ed., Isacco Di Ninive 
Terza Collezione, 18. 
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'4 Cf. Isaac, The Third Part, 3/37, 309. 
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And since in the New World the Creator’s love rules over all 
rational nature, the wonder at His mysteries that will be 
revealed (then) will captivate to itself the intellect of (all) 
rational beings whom He has created so that they might have 
delight in Him, whether they be evil or whether they be just. 
With this design did He bring them into existence, even 
though they among themselves have made, after their 
coming into being, this distinction between the just and the 
wicked. Even though this is so, nevertheless in the Creator’s 
design there is none, from among all who were created and 
who have come into being - (that is,) every rational nature - 
who is to the front or to the back of (God’s) love. Rather, He 
has a single equal love which covers the whole extent of 
rational creation, all things whether visible or invisible: there 
is no first place or last place with Him in (this) love for any 
single one of them, as I have said.'*° 


In this single equal love of God, there is no before or after; 
there is no first place or last place. Likewise, there is no 
greater or lesser love in Him. Isaac asserts: 


And just as there is not a single nature who is in the first 
place or last place in creation in the Creator’s knowledge - (I 
refer here to this knowledge) which was set in His purpose 
eternally, that He would bring them into being; it was not the 
case of His knowing one before or after another, but all of 
them equally without any before or after, in a twinkling of an 
eye - similarly there is no before or after in His love towards 


'SS Brock, tr., The Second Part, 38/2, 160-161; Brock, ed., The 
Second Part, 38/2, 149. 
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Cf. Carson, The Difficult Doctrine of the Love of God, 26-27. 
~ 109 ~ 


Isaac’s View of God’s Boundless Love 


them: no greater or lesser amount (of love) is to be found 
with Him at all. Rather, just like the continual equality of 
His knowledge, so they (ever) became just or sinners.'*° 


The entire creation exists in God’s mind before it is 
created. A certain place corresponding to the hierarchical 
structure of the universe also has been given to everyone before 
they are brought into being.'*’ In Isaac’s view, God has a 
single ranking of love towards everyone and has single caring 
and concern for each of them without any discrimination: 


Everyone has a single place in [God’s] purpose in the 
ranking of love corresponding to the form he beheld in them 
before he created them and all the rent of created beings, that 
is, at the time before the eternal purple for the delineation of 
the world was put into effect. For, it was not with an 
adventitious love that He had, without any beginning, the 
stirring that initiated the establishment of the world. He has 
a single ranking of complete and impassible love towards 
everyone, and he has a single caring concern for those who 
have fallen, just as much as for those who have not fallen.'** 


'36 Brock, tr., The Second Part, 38/3, 161. 
wm. Whsins Mal jive a jasr03 Wom Iwi Mua Main; mous dala RMitarca 
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Cf. Brock, ed., The Second Part, 38/3, 149; Bumazhnov, “He Loves not the 
Person but the Nature,” 277; Naduviledam, Eschatological Vision of St. 
Isaac the Syrian, 39-40. 

8” Cf. Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 38. 

'88 Brock, tr., The Second Part, 40/3, 175; Brock, ed., The Second 
Part, 164. 
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3.2. Steadfast Love 


Isaac emphasizes that there are three indications, 
namely, goodness, love and wisdom proper to God’s Nature. 
God created the world by His goodness. He had love for it 
even before He created it. In His wisdom He brought it in 
order. The creation is made known God’s true and steadfast 
love by His activity of perfecting all things for aid and 
delight.'°*” This unswerving love of God exists even before the 
existence of creation. To quote Isaac: 


Even if there was a time when creation did not exist, yet 
there was never a time when God did not have love for it 
because even if it did not yet exist there was never a time 
when it did not exist in His knowledge. Even if it was not 
yet created, (God) was not known to (creation), yet God 
knew it always, in all its various parts and its natures. He 
gave it its existence when it pleased Him. '*° 


There is no change or any earlier and later intentions with the 
Creator. That is, His love never changes. The disordered 
course of creation never results in any diminish or change in 
the Creator’s nature.'*! For Isaac, it is a shocking idea that if 


wtalasn oooh don Mien oa am ito durign WA A als WA 5051 aM 
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Cf. Kimel, “Preaching Apokatastasis,” 199. 
'3° Cf Isaac, The Third Part, 4/4, 311. 
'° Isaac, The Third Part, 5/1, 320; Chiala, ed., Isacco Di Ninive 
Terza Collezione, 27. 
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'4' Cf. Brock, tr., The Second Part, 38/5, 161; Naduviledam, 
Eschatological Vision of St. Isaac the Syrian, 39. 
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God would be subject to change just as created beings are.'** 
Isaac explains God’s steadfast love which is without alteration, 
timeless and everlasting: 


That God has been eternally the same in all that belongs to 
Him in His nature, that He does not change as a result of 
what happens within creation - these are points on which I 
imagine that no one endowed with reason will oppose in his 
thinking. It is evident to everyone who has rational 
intelligence that even if with us (human beings) there exists 
change when we look in our mind at the difference in mode 
of life with each and every rational being, nevertheless in 
the mind of the Creator there exists a single even intention 
with respect to all rational beings, and there exists with Him 
a single love and compassion which is spread out over all 
creation, (a love) which is without alteration, timeless and 
everlasting. 


God does not have a kind of love which originates as the 
consequences of events which take place in time. Isaac states: 


Nor are we able to say that the love of the Creator is 
diminished towards those rational beings who have become 
demons as a result of their demonic action, (and is any less) 
than the fullness of love which He has towards those who 
remain in the angelic state; or (that it is less) for sinners than 
for those who are justly named the righteous. This is 
because (the divine) Nature is not affected by what happens 


'? Cf. Brock, tr., The Second Part, 38/3, 161. 

'8 Brock, tr., The Second Part, 40/1, 174. 
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and by opposition, nor does there spring up within it any 
causal stirring which takes its origin from creation, and 
which is not to be found with Him from eternity; nor does 
He have a (kind of) love which originates as a result of 
events which take place in time.'“* 


If someone diminishes the love of God because of a 
created being’s fall, in Isaac’s opinion, it would be “to reduce 
the glorious Nature of the Creator to weakness and change.”'*° 
Hence with much affirmation Isaac says, “For if it is believed 
by everyone that the creation came into existence as a result of 
the Creator’s goodness and love, then we know that this 
original does not ever diminish or change in the Creator’s 
Nature as a result of the disordered course of creation. '*° God 
is complete in His love, and His love is steadfast in nature. 
From very eternity this love is same and without change. The 
Scripture says, “O LORD, God of Israel, there is no God like 
you in heaven above or on earth beneath, keeping covenant and 
steadfast love for your servants who walk before you with all 
their heart” (1 Kings 8, 23). From every eternity God is one 
and the same and “The steadfast love of the LORD never 
ceases” (Lam 3, 22). 


'4 Brock, tr., The Second Part, 40/2, 174; Naduviledam, 
Eschatological Vision of St. Isaac the Syrian, 41. 

'* Brock, tr., The Second Part, 38/4, 161. 

'46 Brock, tr., The Second Part, 38/5, 161; Brock, ed., The Second 
Part, 38/5, 150; Cf. Alfeyev, “Isaac the Syrian (Isaac of Nineveh),” 166. 
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3.3. Forgiving Love 


Forgiving love is an outshining character of the love of 
God. The climax of this love is manifested in the Cross of 
Jesus where Jesus utters, “Father, forgive them; they do not 
know what they are doing” (Lk 23, 34). For, Jesus knew that 
‘it is not the will of His Father that one of these little ones 
should be lost’ (Cf. Mt 18, 14).'*7 God never discards the 
sinners as soon as they fall. With His abundance of grace, He 
prepares the way to bring them into the perfection of love for 
Him. Isaac explains God’s magnanimity in loving sinners: 


It is clear that He does not abandon them the moment they 
fall, and that demons will not remain in their demonic state, 
and sinners (will not remain) in their sins; rather, he is going 
to bring them to a single equal state of perfection in 
relationship to His own Being - in a (state) in which the holy 
angels are now, in perfection of love and a passionless mind. 
He is going to bring them into that excellency of will, where 
it will not be as though they were curbed and not free, or 
having stirrings from the Opponent then; rather, (they will 


'47 Emphasizing on this great compassion and forgiving love of 
God Isaac claims: “No part belonging to any single one of (all) rational 
beings will be lost, as far as God is concerned, in the preparation of that 
supernal Kingdom which is prepared for all worlds. Because of that 
goodness of His nature by which He brought the universe into being (and 
then) bears, guides and provides for the worlds and (all) created things in 
His immeasurable compassion, He has devised the establishment of the 
Kingdom of heaven for the entire community of rational beings - even 
though an intervening time is reserved for the general raising (of all) to the 
same level.” Brock, tr., The Second Part, 40/7, 176; Brock, ed., The Second 
Part, 40/7, 165. 
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be) in a (state of) excelling knowledge, with a mind made 
mature in the stirrings which partake of the divine 
outpouring which the blessed Creator is preparing in His 
grace; they will be perfected in love for Him, with a perfect 
mind which is above any aberration in all its stirrings.'** 


God loves the sinners as that of the righteous. Before 
creation, God knew the future sinful life of humanity and yet 
He created humanity.'*? His all-embracing love does not 
distinguish between righteous and sinners. All are precious in 
His eyes. However far, the created beings may remove from 
God, He remains faithful to them in His compassionate and 
forgiving love.'°° The state of having turned away from God is 
unnatural, according to Isaac, and God’s forgiving love will not 
allow those who withdrew from him to remain in this state 
forever.'”' 


In the matter of giving pardon to human beings, God 
never bothers with calculations. His merciful love makes 
worthy of pardon what is significant and what is insignificant. 
God is so merciful, and His thoughts are not our thoughts, and 
His ways are not our ways (Cf. Isa 55, 8). Isaac reflects on the 
God of the Scripture and writes: 


'8 Brock, tr., The Second Part, 40/4, 175; Brock, ed., The Second 
Part, 40/4, 164. 
rv\a wamhasirées Wares. rina wam\ Ratok 2 wamh\ oams mom mo als TM Ms0 
mhakurs mhalo wham. hasaz maak whe waa Camm ls 
WhaLays resto rain em wogmdues ep ama . ord’ has hs mhaker’s 

avhzasy wl kina oan 

Cf. Naduviledam, Eschatological Vision of St. Isaac the Syrian, 40. Angels 
are as God-like by their character and considered as perfect, fullness of 
love. Cf. Seppdld, “Angelology of St. Isaac the Syrian,” 106. 

' Cf. Brock, tr., The Second Part, 5/11, 11; Alfeyev, The Spiritual 
World of Isaac the Syrian, 40. 

'S° Cf. Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 42. 

'S! Cf. Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 292. 
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He makes worthy of pardon what is extreme and what is 
insignificant. Such that those who clearly do not (feel) fit to 
receive it, receive it equally. For, (God) however, both are 
equal, as He does not bother with calculations. When He 
pardons the one who has offended more, He is not vexed nor 
has difficulty more than when He pardons the one who has 
sinned less. For he loves human beings and does not love 
justice deprived of mercy. (He says): My thoughts are not 
your thoughts and my ways are not your ways; I am a 
merciful God.'* 


God forgives all the sins of the past because of a good deed of 
one day. Isaac emphasizes God’s marvellous mercy: 


While being a sinner for a small fault, at once (God) calls 
him righteous; and because of the good of one day, He 
pardons all the iniquity of his life. The one who spent all his 
days in sins, for one good (deed) God decrees him innocent. 
If only in his conscience he is sorry, God cancels great faults 
and instead of good deeds, He accepts from him a feeble 
will. And for the sins of years, weighty and prolonged, 
sufficient for him is the repentance of one moment.'™ 


'S Isaac, The Third Part, 6/32, 335; Chiala, ed., Isacco Di Ninive 

Terza Collezione, 6/32, 37-38. Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 51. 
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'S3 Isaac, The Third Part, 6/34, 335; Chiala, ed., Isacco Di Ninive 

Terza Collezione, 6/34, 38. 
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God loves the human nature, and therefore, there is no 
discrimination between good and bad persons. All the persons 
are included within God’s compassionate love, and His 
forgiveness is granted to all individually and unconditionally. 
An outlook of Isaac: “It is not the person He loves but (human) 
nature. And if it is the nature He loves, all persons are 
included within the boundary of His love, good and bad. And 
if without hesitation, while not hiding faults, He granted 
forgiveness to these whose great number of sins made them 
unrighteous, all the more reason He will make worthy those 
whose (sins) are less.”'°* Isaac states that it is because of 
God’s goodness and His limitless mercy that He tolerates the 
sinner, even the person whom He knows will not convert. He 
endures this not like one who does not know, awaiting possible 
good deeds, but because of His compassion. God, our 
Creator’s love for humanity is infinite, and He tolerates all as 
one who knows all, everything is manifest to Him.'*° 


God’s forgiving love is provoking love too. It provokes 
the person who received forgiveness from God to an intensive 
love towards God. Recollecting the experience of the woman, 
of whom Jesus said, has great love (Cf. Lk 7, 47) Isaac claims 
the provoking character of God’s forgiving love: 


How great, indeed, is our ignorance! God, then, proceeds 
with His work according to His eternal intelligence, as 
becomes His great love. Regarding this, one may consider 


'S4 Isaac, The Third Part, 6/31, 334-335; Chiala, ed., Isacco Di 
Ninive Terza Collezione, 6/31, 37. 
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His entire will from the beginning, by means of insight into 
what He has indicated in each of His Economies in every 
generation. So that henceforward we may be roused from 
(our) sins and after our departure for the life beyond, we will 
then be chastened especially by the goading of His love. As 
is said, The one who has been forgiven much, loves much.'*° 


Isaac presents Jesus on the Cross as the pinnacle of 
God’s forgiving love. Jesus is the best physician who heals the 
broken with His lenient love. Isaac’s words: “For one who is 
broken, there is the physician, who on the cross has implored 
mercy for those who crucified Him, who asked forgiveness for 
His murderers while He hung on the cross.”'°’ Jesus came in 
order to heal the broken and to bind up their wounds (Cf. Ps 
147, 3). He was anointed for this (Cf. Isa 61, 1) and He 
confirms His pardon by asking reciprocal love (Cf. Jn 21, 15- 
17). He is the Physician to whom the sick needed the most (Cf. 
Mk 2, 17). Isaac describes Jesus’ munificent expressions of 
forgiving love: 


All manner of sin and blasphemy shall be forgiven unto men, 
namely on account of repentance. When Simon, who had 
denied Him, had wept a short time, He forgave him. And 
after His resurrection, He appointed him as the head of His 
flock. Three times He asked him: Lovest thou me?, even as 
three times he had denied Him, in order to confirm His 


‘Isaac, The Third Part, 6/62, 342; Chiala, ed., Isacco Di Ninive 
Terza Collezione, 6/62, 43-44. 
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Isaac refers here Lk 4, 47; Cf. Mcdonagh, “Love,” 610. 
a: Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 65, 307; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita 
De Perfectione Religiosa, 458. 
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pardon. Christ came on behalf of the sinners, in order to heal 
the broken in heart, and to bind up their wounds. ‘The Spirit 
of the Lord is upon me; therefore He has anointed me, to 
preach good tidings unto the meek; He hath sent me to bind 
up the broken hearted, to proclaim liberty to the captives, 
and sight to the blind, and healing to those who are broken, 
by forgiveness. And the Apostle says in his epistle: Jesus 
Christ came to the world to save sinners. And his Lord 
witnesses: For I am not come to call the righteous; for they 
that are whole have no need of the physician, but they that 
are sick.’ 


3.4. Educative and Corrective Love 


Giving instructions and corrections to persons with 
fraternal love is another specific characteristic of God’s love. 
He applies certain punishments and withdrawals for this 


8 Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 65, 307; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita 

De Perfectione Religiosa, 458. 
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In early Syriac literature, the concept physician (42) is also an attribute to 
the merciful God. This can be seen in Ephrem. He says that God, the 
Physician came down and healed wounds with a medicine that was not 
harsh. That is, His Son became a Medicine, that showed sinners mercy. 
Ephrem calls God the ‘Great Physician.’ He is the Healer of all our pains. 
warts da rors Cf Ephrem, Hymns on Faith, 15/7. He says again: “What 
Physician is like Thee, Who does not fail to effect a cure? Although the 
former wound should close up, and another sore should break out, yet Thy 
balsam will by no means fail to heal at all seasons. Thy love speaks tenderly 
to the sick, ‘Hesitate not to come to me;’ Thy mercy calls to the sinner, ‘O 
man, receive forgiveness; though thou shouldst sin seventy times seven.” 
Ephrem, The Repentance of Nineveh, 2/50-60. Cf. Ephrem, Homily on Our 
Lord, 41, 323; 43, 324; 46, 326; Homily on the Sinful Woman, 1,336; 14, 
340. 
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purpose. He does this out of love and for the sake of that 
persons’ salvation. He says, “Is Ephraim my dear son? Is he 
the child I delight in? As often as I speak against him, I still 
remember him. Therefore I am deeply moved for him; I will 
surely have mercy on him” (Jer 31, 20). Isaac holds here the 
theory of educative punishment of Origen and says that 
God’s merciful love is corrective and educative. Pointing to 
this, Isaac emphasizes the aim of God’s love: 


He that combines with healing chastisement, chastises with 
love. He, whose demand bears the character of revenge, is 
destitute of love. God chastises with love, not for the sake of 
revenge, this is far from Him. He demands that His image 
be healed; His anger does not endure until guidance is no 
longer possible; for He does not seek personal revenge. This 
is the intention of love; the chastisement of love aims at 
guidance; it does not aim at retribution. The righteous who 
is wise resembles God. He never chastises man in retaliation 
for his sin, but either in order that he may be guided aright, 
or that others may be deterred. Other than this is no 
chastisement. But this is regarded as its image by the Spirit, 
the thought that was with God from eternity. He that is 
pleased to think of God as the revenger, thinking that he 
acknowledges His justice, denounces Him as destitute of 
bounty. It is far from the fountain of love, the ocean full of 
bounty, that the idea of retribution should be found with 
Him. 


'? Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 45, 216; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita 
De Perfectione Religiosa, 323; Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 48, 230. 
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When giving corrections, God always respects human free 
will. He never likes to heal the persons by scolding. Isaac 
explains: 


The aim of His design is the correction of men; and if it were 
not that we should be stripped of the honour of our free will, 
perhaps He would not even heal us by reproof. The 
boundary of free will in our deeds is the power that boldness 
bestows on our rational faculty; and reason also worships the 
greatness of His goodness. For He wills that we should 
rejoice not as it were in what is His, but as it were in the 
recompenses of our own deeds. For although all things are 
His, yet He is not pleased that we should consider them His, 
but that we should delight in what is His as if it were ours.'” 


The punishments God brings upon persons show that He hates 
sin and aims at their salvation.'®' The education of discipline is 
to free them from everything in order to illumine them and to 
form in them His true image.'™ 


The love of God withdraws from time to time in order 
to training persons. The Psalmist asks, “Why, O LORD, do 
you stand far off? Why do you hide yourself in times of 
trouble?” (Ps 10, 1). God trains human persons as a man who 
teaches swimming to a little boy or as a mother who teaches 
her little child to walk. Hence in times of trouble, He prefers to 


According to Origen’s theory, God’s punishment is medicinal and 
pedagogical. Cf. Daniélou, Origen, 285; Trigg, Origen, 9; Ludlow, 
Universal Salvation, 32; Scott, “Guarding the Mysteries of Salvation,” 358. 
'©° Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 48, 230; Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 
45, 216; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 323-324. 
'6l Cf. Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 10, 78; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus 
Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 115. yi “pul waortea axis amd 
fae Kim dba rats 
'©2 Cf Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 65, 304; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus 
Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 453. 
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stand a little far off. By watching, comforting, encouraging, 
and helping He leads them to final perfection and victory. 
Isaac narrates God’s edification method: 


The love of comfort is a cause of [God’s] withdrawal. But if 
they adhere to these [works] sedulously, they will never be 
destitute of help, and the foe will not be allowed to approach 
them. And if [God] withdraws himself from time to time, 
this is for the sake of training. For while the holy force 
governs and accompanies them, they do not fear seducers; 
the mind is full of courage, and therefore it despises them. 
But He trains them as a man who teaches swimming to a 
little boy; as soon as he begins to sink, the teacher lifts him 
up, for the boy swims upon the hands of his teacher. And 
when the courage of the boy begins to diminish, from fear 
that he will be drowned, the man who supports him with his 
hands, cries: be not afraid, I support thee. Or, as a mother 
who teaches her little child to walk, places him at a distance 
from her and calls him; but when the boy will go to his 
mother on those little tottering feet of his, they tremble on 
account of their weakness. Then when the boy is about to 
fall, the mother will run and take him in her arms. So God’s 
grace will bear up and train the children of man, namely 
those who trust themselves clearly and simply to the hands 
of Him that created them and who with their whole heart 
turn from the world and follow Him.'® 


Conclusion 


This chapter focused on the theme love, especially the 
love of God, which Isaac disclosed in his writings. He was 
imbibed by the intensity of God’s merciful love. He could 
portray the loving face of God from the profundity of the Holy 


sie Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 36, 183; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita 
De Perfectione Religiosa, 273; Cf. Kavvadas, “Some Observations on the 
Theological Anthropology of Isaac of Nineveh and its Sources,” 153. 
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Scripture. Through his reflections and writings he could 
disclose the personage of a loving and caring Father, whom 
Jesus the Son of God revealed in the New Testament. Here, 
Isaac was so enthusiastic to picture the compassionate and kind 
God throughout his writings. He presented the true nature of 
God as love, which is crucified for the salvation of the whole 
world. Then, the discussion went through the mystical Abba- 
Father reality with God, which Isaac himself had experienced 
and depicted in his discourses. He could well establish the 
paternal love of God which cares, instructs, guides and leads to 
the upright. When Isaac proclaims God’s mercy as a medicine 
for the whole humanity, and when he reminds about the door of 
God’s mercy, he seems astonishing by the merciful protection 
of God. Mercy and justice are two entities, and in his rational 
expression, Isaac finds that in God, there undertook a 
transformation of justice into love. Hence God in His nature is 
full of mercy and love. Isaac’s narrative expression of 
Creation - the Creator and the creatures - and Incarnation, as 
the manifestations of God’s love is another notable factor in 
this chapter. Through this, Isaac could unveil the abundant 
goodness and profound love of the compassionate God. The 
Creation narrative has made the way to come across, the 
intensity of Divine love, which manifested in God’s self- 
emptying and the eternal Divine plan, which guides everything 
towards His original intention. Isaac’s insertion of the notions, 
such as Paradise and the tree of life in it as the expressions of 
love of God is also a stirring thought. The presentation of a 
tangible God amid humanity as a self-giving love is also an 
exciting factor that could be found in his teachings on 
Incarnation. Isaac was very frank in proclaiming the eternal 
mercy of God and his presentation on Gehenna itself shows the 
beautiful exposure of God’s everlasting mercy upon the 
creatures. A sense of awe and wonder encompasses the entire 
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teachings of Isaac on the love of God. Isaac could differentiate 
the beautiful features of God’s love through various outlooks. 
It is fascinating to understand the mystery of the love of God, 
who loves every created being with His single and equal love 
without any discrimination. When Isaac presents God’s 
steadfast love, he has injected the medicine of hope to the 
readers so that they could trust in a God whose love is 
unaltered by varying characteristics of the created beings. 
God’s forgiving love is also manifested as an outshining 
character. Isaac also presented the pedagogy of God’s 
unconditional love which includes sore corrections as well as 
austere edifications. The whole theology of Isaac is 
concentrated on the theme of love and this chapter was an 
attempt to expose the true nature of God as love. 
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Chapter Three 


Human Response to the Love of God 


Introduction 


God’s provoking and inspiring love upshots a thrust to 
the creatures, especially, to the human persons to look 
earnestly towards Him with awe and respect. This, from the 
part of human beings, can be called ‘a genuine response’ to the 
overwhelming love of God. Hence, this third chapter considers 
the concept of human response from the pensive teachings of 
Isaac. This chapter is divided into four parts, and is discussed 
the core and hub of Isaac’s discourses concerning the theme, 
love. The first part emphasizes the necessity of human 
response by human love which aims to dig up a true awareness 
on the Divine call for a total human response. The second part 
of this chapter brings up the means which help to attain perfect 
human love. Firstly, the discussion focuses on the ascetical 
and virtuous realms which purify our body, soul and mind and 
thereby lead our soul to a state of constant divine presence. 
Then it discusses on pure prayer which discloses the wide-open 
area and enforces to imbibe the amazing eternal love of God. 
The third part discusses the manner of human response amid 
temptations and sufferings. The extra challenges and its after- 
effects in responding to the love of God in troublesome 
moments of life are discussed here. The Holy Spirit, the third 
person in the Holy Trinity, performs a vital part in warming up 
human persons for an accurate response. The fourth part of 


~ 125 ~ 


Human Response to the Love of God 


this chapter gives room for discussing the role of the Holy 
Spirit, focusing on the theme. 


1. Responding to ‘The Love’ by Human Love 


God, our Lord, who acts with steadfast love (Cf. Jer 9, 
24) calls for a reciprocal love from the part of human persons. 
The book of Prophet Isaiah unfolds the throbbing heart of God: 
“The ox knows its owner, and the donkey its master’s crib; but 
Israel does not know, my people do not understand” (Isa 1, 3). 
The steadfast love of God extends to the heavens and His 
faithfulness to the clouds (Cf. Ps 36, 5). Prophet Jeremiah 
discloses another feature of God: “I thought how I would set 
you among my children, and give you a pleasant land, the most 
beautiful heritage of all the nations. And I thought you would 
call me, My Father, and would not turn from following me” 
(Jer 3, 19). 


Human persons, who take refuge in the shadow of 
God’s wings (Cf. Ps 36, 7) are accountable to pay back His 
boundless love. That is, God’s love seeks to be responded to 
by human love.' God became Man, and He stretched out on 
the Cross, to make known to the world the love that He has 
towards humanity. Isaac opines that the awareness of this love 
results in the increase of human love: 


If zeal had been appropriate for putting humanity right, why 
did God the Word clothe Himself with the body in order to 
bring the world back to His Father using gentleness and 
humility? And why was He stretched out on the Cross for 
the sake of sinners, handing over His sacred body to 
suffering on behalf of the world? I myself say that God did 
all this for no other reason, except to make known to the 


' Brock, Spirituality in Syriac Tradition, 13; Brock, “St. Isaac of 
Nineveh (St. Isaac the Syrian),” 116. 
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world the love that He has, His aim being that we, as a result 
of our increased love resulting from an awareness of this, 
might be captivated by His love when He provided the 
occasion of this manifestation of the power of the Kingdom 
of Heaven - which consists in love - by means of the death of 
His Son.” 


God never imposes His outpouring love on human 
persons but respects his free will. Nevertheless, He seeks 
response from humanity to His never-ending love.’ But no one 
can love God by forcing himself. He should have a receptive 
mind which is longing to receive the knowledge of the majesty 
of God from the Scriptures.* The mind, which receives the 


* Isaac, The Second Part, Century 4/78 quoted in Brock, 
Spirituality in Syriac Tradition, 85. Cf. Isaac, Discorsi Spirituali, 4/78; 
Hansbury, “Love as an Exegetical Principle in Jacob of Serug,” 361. 

Our love is an awareness of God’s love for us. At the same time, it 
is our personal response to this unconditional divine love. Cf. Salet, “Love 
of God, Love of Neighbour,” 46. 

> Brock, Spirituality in Syriac Tradition, 85; Mcdonagh, “Love,” 
606-607. 

* This may create a sense of respect or awe towards God. Isaac 
explains: “Love of God is not a sort of impulse which springs up without a 
person’s knowing or indiscriminately; nor can it be stirred up in someone 
solely as a result of knowledge of the Scriptures; nor can anyone love God 
by forcing himself. What is possible is for the mind to receive, from the 
reading and recounting of Scripture and knowledge of it, a sense of 
reverence which stems from a recollection of the majesty of God, and to 
feel awe at Him in a discerning way, whether it be the awe that children feel 
or the awe of servants.” Brock, ed., The Second Part, 18/2, 95. 
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spiritual knowledge from the Scriptures, motivates to a fervent 
desire for what is good.” Nobody can claim that the love of 
God can be depicted in himself as a result of his own 
compulsion, struggle or any other human practices. Isaac 
emphasises: “But if anyone acknowledges, imagines in 
himself, or teaches along these lines, that a person can effect 
that the love of God be depicted in himself as a result of 
vigilance over what is laid down in laws and such like, or as a 
result of compulsion or struggle on his part, or as a result of 
any human practice or means - then this person does not know 


walws mhasix(redia agania Aacieh). Cf. Brock, tr., The Second Part, 18/2, 
84. 
> Cf. Brock, ed., The Second Part, 18/2, 95. The labour of reading 
Scripture serves as the gate towards the mysteries of God. Through this 
gate, the intellect enters into the divine mysteries and takes strength for 
attaining the love of God. According to Isaac there is no other labour by 
which one can make better progress: “Without reading (Scripture) the 
intellect has no means of drawing to God: (Scripture) draws the mind up 
and sets it at every moment in the direction of God; it baptizes it from this 
corporeal world with its insights and causes it to be above the body 
continually. There is no other toil by which someone can make better 
progress. Provided that person is reading (Scripture) for the sake of the 
truth, these are the sorts of things he will discover from it.” Brock, tr., The 
Second Part, 21/15, 117; Brock, ed., The Second Part, 21/15, 105. 
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Cf. Brock, tr., The Second Part, 21/13, 116; Brock, ed., The Second Part, 
21/13, 104. Cf. Brock, “Three Syriac Fathers on Reading the Bible,” 18. 
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‘Spiritual knowledge’ is the knowledge inspired by God and it is linked 
with contemplation and immediate spiritual perception. Cf. Palmer, Ware 
and Sherrard, trs., Philokalia, Vol. 1, 1143. 
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what he is saying.”° To love God as a response to His 
ceaseless love is far beyond the natural efforts of human 
persons. The law or the new commandment which Jesus gives 
(Cf. Jn 13, 34) itself cannot provide any possibility to love 
God. It is like that a person can never experience the savour of 
wine only by hearing about wine hundred or thousand times. 
Isaac teaches that the person should receive the Spirit of 
revelations, and that will raise him to become aware of God’s 
lofty attributes and leads him to the taste of love.’ 


° Brock, tr., The Second Part, 18/2, 95; Brock, ed., The Second 
Part, 18/2, 85. 
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This love cannot be acquired by human efforts. God gives this to whom He 
wills and when He wills. This is the constant teaching of the traditional 
mystical theology. Cf. Johnston, Mystical Theology, 72; Johnston, The 
Inner Eye of Love, 89; Brock, “St. Isaac of Nineveh (St. Isaac the Syrian),” 
116. 

’ Cf. Brock, tr., The Second Part, 18/2, 96. Isaac clarifies: “Not 
even as a result of the law, or commandment which He gives concerning 
love, is it possible to love God: from the law there comes a sense of awe, 
but not one of desire. For until a person receives the Spirit of revelations 
and (his) soul, with its impulses, is united to that wisdom which is above the 
world and he becomes aware in his own person of God’s lofty attributes, it 
is not possible for him to come close to this glorious savour (of love). 
Someone who has not actually drunk wine will not become inebriated as a 
result of being told about wine, and someone who has not been himself held 
worthy of a knowledge of lofty things of God cannot become inebriated 
with love for him.” 
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Responding to the love of God by human love is a heart 
to heart relationship. Here the human person is striving to bind 
his heart to God. Isaac calls this as a spiritual union, not in a 
natural way, but in a mystical way, which Origen had already 
explained. For Origen it is a mystical union between the soul 
and the Logos.® He considered this union as a permanent 
adhesion in love.” According to Isaac there are three stages in 


mkais chsul mrs jhe hi ama oot ini heh Win 
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Spirit of revelations - ruhd d-gely@né/réis\x 1 réso4 (XSAa ph0a). Cf. Brock, 
ed., The Second Part, 18/2, 85; impulses of the soul (soul’s impulses) - 
zaw € d-napSd/essx reson (12442 284). Cf. Brock, tr., The Second Part, 
14/24, 74; Brock, ed., The Second Part, 14/24, 63. 

* Gather explains Origen’s teaching on this mystical union 
between the soul and the Logos: “Guided by the Platonic axiom that only 
like can know like, he suggests that the Logos, the image of God, created 
the nous in its own image and, by doing so, provided human beings with a 
means of refashioning themselves after their divine model. Origen proposes 
that the image of the Logos in the highest part of the human soul is never 
lost, even if it is covered by many layers of ignorance and sin. Assimilation 
to the divine model is thus always possible, provided Christians commit to 
the mystical life and the relentless pursuit of purification, illumination and 
perfection. By engaging in this dynamic process, the inner image can 
gradually be freed of tarnish and retrieve its original likeness to the Logos. 
Attainment of such likeness coincides with full knowledge of the Son, and 
through the mediating activity of the Son, with full knowledge of God. By 
cleansing the divine image, the nous is able to come face to face with 
Divinity and to experience a light-filled union.” Gather, Teachings on the 
Prayer of the Heart in the Greek and Syrian Fathers, 31; Chediath, “The 
Nature and Features of Eastern Mysticism,” 75-77. 

° Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 4, 29. Origen uses the term 
God-Man to show the possibility of the human spirit becoming wholly 
divine. He was the first to use the term God-Man. In the Incarnation of the 
Logos he sees the restoration of the original unity between the divine and 
the human, and the earnest of the re-deification of the entire spiritual world. 
Cf. Fairweather, Origen and Greek Patristic Theology, 184. For Isaac, it is 
a spiritual union, and the human heart becomes in a state of enthralled 
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this way of union: repentance, purity and perfection - that is to 
say, conversion of the will, liberation from the passions, and 
the acquisition of that perfect love which is the fullness of 
grace.'” The Syriac spirituality also claims that the best attempt 
from the part of a human person to unite his heart to God 
enforces him to reflect and imitate the divine love in his human 
love. As the supreme expression of God’s love is to be found 
in His self-emptying, he longs to imitate the divine self- 
emptying.'' Thus there exists a close relationship between 
love of God and self-emptying. Isaac brings up this idea: 
“Love of God proceeds from conversing with him; this 
conversation of prayer comes about through stillness, and 
stillness comes with the stripping away of the self.”'? Isaac 


wonder. He states: “Spiritual unity is an unsealed and perpetual recollection 
that incessantly blazes in the heart with ardent longing; and from 
perseverance in the commandments, the heart receives its capacity for this 
bond, not figuratively, nor in a natural way. For there it finds material for 
the soul’s divine vision so as to be sustained in this [union] hypostatically. 
For this reason, the heart comes to awestruck wonder as the eyes of the 
twofold senses close: those of the flesh and those of the soul.” Isaac, The 
Ascetical Homilies, 1/35, 8. Cf. Blosser, Become Like the Angels, 261; 
Crouzel, Origen, 92-98; Kuzhuppil, “Toward a Heavenly Mode of Living,” 
34; Kharlamov, “Clement of Alexandria on Trinitarian and Metaphysical 
Rationality in the Context of Deification,” 62; Harpur, Love Burning in the 
Soul, 31; Williams, The Wound of Knowledge, 54; Drewery, “Origen,” 282; 
Malaty, Lectures in Patrology, 674. 

'0 Cf Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 74, 341; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus 
Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 507; Lossky, The Mystical Theology of 
the Eastern Church, 204; Popova, “The Image of Saint Isaac Syrus in 
Byzantine Art of the 14" Century,” 225; Hunter, “Isaac of Nineveh, the 
Persian mystic,” 91-95. 

"' Cf. Brock, Spirituality in Syriac Tradition, 86. 

'? Brock, The Syriac Fathers on Prayer and the Spiritual Life, 250; 
Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 63/295; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De 
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finds that the self-emptying or the total abandonment of the 
world is a necessary condition for attaining perfect love. 
Hence, with this point, he begins to teach about different 
means which directs towards a trustworthy human response. 


2. Modes Lead towards an Unswerving Response 


Perfect human love finds its rest only in God. With his 
zeal, Isaac says, “I do not wish to count milestones, but I seek 
to enter the Apartment. Every way which leads me quickly to 
the aim, I will go”!’ If a person strives to bind his heart to 
God, Isaac suggests that, first he has to lose himself from all 
external bonds because unification with God is preceded by 
losing from matter.'* That is, abandonment of the world stands 


Perfectione Religiosa, 440. :280X_ Gahe .omh, Hat po 1cMhe Fos Lis 
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Cf. Brock, Spirituality in Syriac Tradition, 87; Bitton, “Theories of Prayer 
in Late Antiquity,” 23.The Philokalia defines stillness: “A state of inner 
tranquillity or mental quietude and concentration which arises in 
conjunction with, and is deepened by, the practice of pure prayer and the 
guarding of heart and intellect. Not simply silence, but an attitude of 
listening to God and of openness towards Him.” Palmer, Ware and 
Sherrard, trs., Philokalia, Vol. 1, 1143. 

3 Tsaac, Mystic Treatises 80/367-368; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus 
Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 548; Cf. Ware, “Foreword,” in 
Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 11. 

232 AS ahysor Hark, Ld 282 a5y sara abt af 2 

'4 Isaac compares this process with the growing stage of an infant: 
“After an infant is weaned, it is given bread to eat; and the man who wishes 
to progress in things divine must first be weaned from the world, just as an 
infant from the breasts of its mother.” Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 4, 29; 
Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 40. 
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Cf. Isaac, “Mystic Treatises, 4/28; Alfeyev, TI he Spiritual World of Isaac the 
Syrian, 63; Hansbury, tr., St. Isaac of Nineveh on Ascetical Life, 4/4, 63. 
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as the initial step, which leads towards a faithful human 
response to the love of God. It includes the works of both the 
body and the soul.'° If a man is occupied with many things, 


'S Tf a man does not own the works of both the body and the soul, 
he is deprived of spiritual gifts. Isaac describes: “Works performed with the 
body precede those performed with the soul, just as in generation the 
creation of the body preceded the creation of the soul (Cf. Gen 2, 7). The 
man who has not performed bodily works cannot possess the works of the 
soul, since the second are born of the first just as the ear of corn from a 
naked grain of wheat. And the man who does not possess the works of the 
soul is bereft of spiritual gifts.” Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 4, 29. 

The Syriac tradition, especially Ephrem speaks of both dichotomy 
and trichotomy in man. In the case of Christian life, the human ‘trichotomy’ 
takes the image of the Holy Trinity. Man is one single unit as the Holy 
Trinity is one. In the biblical language body (basar), soul (napes) and 
human spirit (rah) are profoundly fused in man by God, when He creates 
him. The third element, human spirit has the capacity of all knowledge. The 
spirit is also called the inner man. It provides three main functions (1) 
conscience, which distinguishes right from wrong and is not influenced by 
the mind or soul (2) intuition through which it receives the revelations of 
God and the movements of the Holy Spirit and (3) communion, which is 
related to the worship of God. Human life is an interaction of these three 
inseparable elements of human nature. The body-soul-spirit composition is 
more appropriately applicable to Christian life than to common human 
nature, body and soul. The soul lives in the body and the body is the 
dwelling place of the soul. The spirit is the communication channel to God 
through the Holy Spirit. The soul is the essence of who we are and includes 
our: intellect, will, emotions, conscious, heart and mind. The soul is the life 
- principle of the body and the pillar by which the body is supported. The 
soul vivifies the body. It is invisible since it has a spiritual nature and it is 
through the soul that man relates to the spiritual world. That is, the body 
depends on the soul, and the soul on the body. The whole man is one unity. 
Ephrem explains his anthropology using three terms: body, soul and human 
spirit. The soul consists of a bodily principle which is inseparably bound to 
the body and a spiritual principle, independent of body. Besides the body 
and soul, man possesses spirit, which is bound to the soul but yet free of it. 
Ephrem also uses the terms body, soul and mind. He compares the relation 
between body, soul and mind to that of stalk, fruit and grain of corn 
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according to Isaac, it is a clear proof of his slackness with 
respect to the readiness for the practice of Christ’s 
commandments.'° That is, to respond to the love of God, he 
needs to keep his mind and intellect in purity and tranquility.” 


respectively. Here the soul is more glorious than the body, the mind is more 
glorious than the soul and the divinity is more hidden than the mind. There 
is distinction between soul and the mind. The mind can converse with the 
divine realities. At the end of time, in paradise, the body will be to the grade 
of the soul, the soul to the mind and the mind to the height of divine 
Majesty, whom it approaches in love and fear. The word used for mind is 
tar ‘ita means mind, intelligence and the word for human reason is Mad’a 
(root yida’), which has the meanings mind, intellect and understanding. 
That is, the term mind is more connected to the intellect. For Evagrius the 
center point of the spiritual person is the mind, or intellect (vovuc). The 
stage of the body is concerned primarily with external practices, fasting, 
vigils and reciting the psalms. The stage of the soul is concerned primarily 
with the cultivation of the interior virtues of humility and perseverance. The 
aim of this stage is serenity and stillness. The stage of the spirit is 
corresponding to union or unification. This highest stage is no longer 
concerned with the activities of the senses and of the soul, but with those of 
the mind. The mind in fact achieves a state of non-activity, or stillness, and 
it is Grace alone that stirs in it. This is the exalted state where ‘pure prayer’ 
is attained and where a vision of the formless light of the Trinity may be 
granted. Cf. Paikatt, Life Glory and Salvation in the Writings of Mar Aprem 
of Nisibis, 41-52; Ephrem, The Nisibene Hymns, 19/5; 69/15; Ephrem, 
Hymns on the Church, 38/8; Ephrem, Hymns on Faith, 13/3-5; 18/4-5; 19/4; 
19/6; 27/6; 40/3-4; 57/6; 80/8; Ephrem, Hymns on Paradise, 9/16; 9/20-21; 
Brock, Spirituality in the Syriac Tradition, 10-14; Jenni and Westermann, 
eds., Theological Lexicon of the Old Testament, 946; 1497; Ryken, et al., 
Dictionary of Biblical Imagery, 1262-1264; 1873-1876; Wolff, 
Anthropology of the Old Testament, 10-58; See also n. 88, 96. 

'© Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 19, 98. 

'7 Isaac explains the reason and demands the need to keep the mind 
and intellect in purity and tranquility: “The man of many concerns can 
never be meek and quiet, because the necessary demands of his affairs (on 
which he expends his efforts) compel him to be involuntarily and 
unwillingly disturbed, and completely disperse his calm and stillness. 
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Isaac teaches that one cannot respond to the love of 
God without freedom from concerns. Increase of worldly 
concerns disturb the heart and hinder the enjoyment of the taste 
of love. Hence he recommends: “Do not multiply your 
occupations, and you will not find turmoil in your intellect, or 
in your prayer. Without unceasing prayer, you cannot draw 
near to God; and to introduce some other concern into your 
mind during the toil of prayer is to cause dispersion in your 
heart.”'® He says in another way: “Withdraw yourself from 
multitudinous affairs and have your soul as your only concern, 
so that you may save her innermost tranquility from 
dispersion.” The Scripture says, “But strive first for the 
kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things will 
be given to you as well” (Mt 6, 33). It is Isaac’s finding that 
perfect human response to the love of God demands total 
abandonment of the world, practising of virtues which sustain 
the reception and reflection of divine revelations and pure 
unceasing prayer which leads towards the inflaming of human 
love. 


2.1. Renunciation of the World 


The Syriac word msarrqitd (ktnxasimm) is used to 
denote the term ‘renunciation.” This term includes the 
meanings such as ‘renunciation,’ “emptying of self,’ ‘voluntary 


Therefore, he must stand himself directly before the face of God and always 
fix his eye unyieldingly upon Him, if he really wishes to guard his intellect, 
to purify and transform the slight movements which creep within him, and 
with tranquility of thoughts to learn to distinguish what enters into and what 
comes out [from him].” Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 19, 98. 

'S Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 19, 98; Chiala, “Prayer and the 
Body According to Isaac of Nineveh,” 37. 

'° Tsaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 4, 31. Cf. Harpur, Love Burning 
in the Soul, 54. 
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poverty,’ ‘voluntary renunciation of worldly goods,’ ‘self- 
deprivation’ and ‘non-possession.’”” Renunciation or 
separation from the world is strongly recommended among the 
lives of the early Syriac Ascetics. Aphrahat in his sixth 
Demonstration stresses this point very clearly. He says, “Let us 
be strangers to the world, even as Christ was not of it.””'! He 
says again, “Let us be poor in the world, and let us enrich many 
by the doctrine of our Lord.””” He added, “Whosoever thinks 
upon the Law of his Lord, shall not be troubled with the 
thoughts of this world.””? The total renunciation of the world 
was an essential practice in the early eremitical monasticism. It 
is a gradual process which begins with a desire to attain union 
with God. Monks flee from the world, in order to avoid 
occasions of encountering the passions, sins, and sinful 
thoughts. They don’t want anyone to distract them from God.” 


°° This Syriac word derives from the verb »iw which means ‘to 
give up,’ ‘renounce,’ ‘make oneself poor,’ ‘to repudiate,’ ‘to empty out’ etc. 
This verb is used in Phil 2, 7 to indicate the kenosis (kevoo1c) of Christ 
(sim meas). Cf. Smith, ed., 4 Compendious Syriac Dictionary, 393; Brock, 
“Radical Renunciation,” 123; Aravackal, “John the Solitary,” 121. 
a Aphrahat, Select Demonstrations, 6/1, 362; Aphrahat, 
“Demonstration 6: On the Bnay Qyama,” 6/1. 
mor’ ntsina tals 7 wam 
-an ram A rears 
Cf. Brock, “Early Syrian Asceticism,” 10. 
Aphrahat, Select Demonstrations, 6/1, 363; Aphrahat, 
“Demonstration 6: On the Bnay Qyama,” 6/1. {hase tac etalss ram 
eb malas 2 rrtsXioo\ 
23 Aphrahat, Select Demonstrations, 6/1, 364; Aphrahat, 
“Demonstration 6: On the Bnay Qyama,” 6/1. einusimas nis oars in 
crank WA im malas 
* Cf. Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 61-64; 
Aravackal, The Mystery of the Triple Gradated Church, 237-238. Ephrem 
also mentions the importance of renunciation. For him renunciation is the 
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As an ascetic Monk Isaac also has given emphasis to 
the renunciation of the world. For him, the ‘world (2a4s)’ is an 
interior state. He says, “The world is bodily behaviour and 
carnal thoughts.” He adds, “When we wish to give a 
collective name to the passions, we call them world. And when 
we wish to designate them specifically according to their 
names, we call them passions. The passions are portions of the 


course of the world’s onward flow; and where the passions 


cease, there the world’s onward flow stands still.””° 


Renunciation of this inner world of self is a vital condition for 
anyone who wants to draw near to God.”’ Isaac asserts: 
“Excellence consists therein that a man in his mind be a void as 


beginning of the way of exit from within the world. It is the head of the 
road of crucifixion and of the apostolic way of life. Ephrem, Sermons IV, 
1/21-24. 
Mm Reta’ yi ols OX A roam om Mviaw’ jiaw Shanimy 
orale inaia haan 
°> Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 2/13; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De 
Perfectione Religiosa, 19. 
aa Busada 23393 2350a Tadae waks 
Cf. Brock, “Divine Call and Human Response,” 68. 
© Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 2, 14-15. Cf. Justin Popovich, 
Orthodox Faith and Life in Christ, 121; Lossky, The Mystical Theology of 
the Eastern Church, 199; Clément, The Roots of Christian Mysticism, 346; 
Brock, “St. Isaac of Nineveh and Syriac Spirituality,” 81-82; Hagman, 
“Asceticism as Political Theology,” 268. 
°7 Cf. Isaac, Mystic Treatises, I, 1; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita 
De Perfectione Religiosa, 2; Brock, “Divine Call and Human Response,” 
68; Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 1/5, 3. Isaac says, “Liberation from 
material things precedes the bond with God.” Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 
1/29, 7; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 7. 
waXzag dHam2\ 1Xder <r) gas Baca wed aan 
Cf. Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 1, 5; Bedjan, ‘Mar Isaacus Ninivita De 
Perfectione Religiosa, 7; Burton-Christie, The Word in the Desert, 220-221; 
Naduviledam, Eschatological Vision of St. Isaac the Syrian, 123. 
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regards the world. As long as the senses are occupied with 
[outward] things, it is not possible for the heart to rest from 
imagining them.””* That is, overcoming of the world can be 
recognized from the change of behaviour and from the 
alteration of the impulses.”” In order to understand how far one 
is distant from or connected with the world, he has to know the 
different meanings of the word ‘world.’ Isaac makes it clear: 


If a man knows not first what the world is, he cannot 
understand with how many limbs he is bound to or far from 
it. There are many who think themselves wholly devoid of 
the world in their behaviour because on two or three points 
they refrain from it. [This is] because they have not 
understood nor perceived with discernment that they are 
dead to the world in one or two limbs, while others are living 
in the body of the world. Therefore, they even cannot 
perceive their affections and because they do not perceive 
them, they are not anxious to be cured from them. *” 


According to Isaac, only by living in a secluded cell, 
not having any direct contact to the persons and not using any 
costly material things one cannot realize the actual meaning of 
the renunciation of the world. One can still live to the world 
and live in the world by practising all these things if he is not 
really died to the world. That is, in order to achieve the total 
renunciation, one should not be cling to any of the persons, 
possessions, and all other affections in the secular realm. In 


28 Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 1, 1-2; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De 
Perfectione Religiosa, 2. 
re dazu Gh Ihde y ake axkja wa Aa .de tecn wats ye owkds ila 
iegista 
°° Cf. Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 2, 13; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita 
De Perfectione Religiosa, 19. 
= Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 2, 12-13; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita 
De Perfectione Religiosa, 18. 
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order to test, in how many parts one is living to the world and 
in how many he is dead, Isaac gives a list of affections which 
includes in the term ‘world.’ He lists: “They are: love of 
riches; gathering of possessions; fatness of the body giving rise 
to the tendency towards carnal desire; love of honour which is 
the source of envy; exercising government; pride and 
haughtiness of magistracy; folly; glory among men, which is 
the cause of choler, bodily fear.”’’ If one is moved by any of 
these, even though physically he is living in a private cell, he is 
indeed still in the world. Because of this Jesus, our Lord 
announced, “None of you can become my disciple if you do 
not give up all your possessions” (Lk 14, 33). Isaac sheds light 
on this: “He who is bound by possessions is a slave of the 
passions. Do not imagine that merely the possession of gold 
and silver is possessiveness; rather, it is the acquisition of 
anything whatever which your will clings to.”** 


If a man in his mind is unbound with the world, Isaac 
considered that as a virtue.*’ He says that liberation from the 
world precedes the bond with God.** Isaac compares the joy of 
a soul who separated herself from the world to the gladness of 
a bird and says, “The bird called the heron rejoices and is glad, 
sO wise men say, when it separates itself from the inhabited 
world and goes to a desert place and nests there; so the soul of 


3 Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 2, 13; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De 
Perfectione Religiosa, 18-19; Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 4, 30. 

ie Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 2, 13; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De 
Perfectione Religiosa, 18-19; Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 4, 30; Cf. 
Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 2, 15; Brock, “Divine Call and Human 
Response,” 68; Ross, “Tears and Fire,” 15; Ross, Pillars of Flame, 103-104; 
Hansbury, tr., St. Isaac of Nineveh on Ascetical Life, 2/30, 40. 

3 Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 1/6, 4. 

*4 Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 1/29, 7; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus 
Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 7. 
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a solitary is filled with celestial joy when she takes leave of 
mankind and goes to dwell in the land of stillness and there 
awaits the hour of her departure.”*> Abandonment of the world 
itself is the basement for the experience of love. It is followed 
by solitude which provides the possibility to converse with 
God and the constant converse results the experience of love. 
Isaac illustrates: 


From genuine prayer, the love of God is born, for love 
comes of prayer and prayer from the practice of seclusion. 
We have need of seclusion that we may have the possibility 
to converse with God by ourselves. But seclusion is 
preceded by the abandonment of the world. For, if a man 
does not first abandon the world and abstain from all therein, 
he will not be able to dwell in solitude. And again, 
abandonment of the world is preceded by patient endurance. 
Patience is preceded by hatred of the world, and hatred of 
the world is preceded by fear and yearning. .... If the mind 
has not first acquired patience, a man will be unable to 
choose a wild and desolate place, bereft of any inhabitants. 
And if he does not choose for himself a life of seclusion, he 
will be unable to persevere in prayer. And if he does not 


°° Isaac again describes the sweetness of life which the soul 
experiences with the living presence of God in stillness by comparing with 
another bird called siren: “It is told concerning the bird called the siren, that 
every man who hears the melody of its voice is so captivated, that he 
follows it into the desert and forgets life itself by reason of the sweetness of 
its song, and he falls to the ground and dies. This resembles what happens 
with the soul. For when the heavenly sweetness descends into her from the 
sweet melody of the sayings of God which perceptibly penetrates into the 
intellect, then the whole soul so runs after this, that she even forgets this 
corporeal life, deprives the body of its desires, and is raised up out of this 
life toward God. [The life of this world is sweet to the man who lives it in a 
carnal manner, but not so sweet as separation from life to the man who 
separates himself by perception in God.] Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 48, 

232. 
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constantly converse with God and continue in those 
deliberations and ruminations which are conjoined to prayer, 
and in the various forms of prayer’s teaching, then he will 
never gain experience of love.*® 


The Syriac spirituality holds solitude as a path towards 
the cleansing of worldly sin. Its aim is to become a true 
Christian by rediscovering the heavenly world within oneself. 
It is an attempt to open the realm of knowledge and purity, and 
so to achieve unity with God.*’ For Isaac, solitude is, Alfeyev 
comments: “first and foremost an experience of union with 
God. Solitude is one’s internal experience of living within 
oneself through withdrawal into one’s inner person, something 
that is necessary for uniting oneself with God. At the same 
time, it is the experience of renouncing the ‘other,’ even if it is 
a friend or a relative. Finally, it is an experience of withdrawal 
from the world and renunciation of it to achieve union with 
God.”** Hence Isaac claims that the man who is possessing 
love for the world can never attain to the love of God; the man 
who has communion with the world can never have 
communion with God; the man who has concern for the world 
can never have concern for God.*? The man, who is concerned 
with spiritual things, has been provided with his bodily needs. 


© Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 63, 303-304; Brock, “Radical 
Renunciation,” 131. Cf. Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 63, 295; Bedjan, Mar 
Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 440. 
rabene 26ly Bon aie ARAL dade Ade Gide, Aatae pguee Abs 
Ate iach Wagmazo in .Zjeats 23teas radaea .2ddky ahs idiom agja 
Romar :68 sisad aon iggnaisaS wiahos 20) mb Gapdadte inh L rocus 

*” Cf. AbouZayd, Ihidayutha, 191. 

*8 Alfeyev, “Isaac the Syrian (Isaac of Nineveh),” 166. 

» Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 59, 288; Budge, tr., The Book 
of Paradise, Vol. 2, 975. 
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But a man, who is excessively concerned with the needs of the 
body, involuntarily falls away from God.*” Understanding the 
lives of saints, Isaac asserts that it is the overwhelming love of 
God that urges them to separate from their own family and 
from all other worldly affairs. It is the desire for God that 
helps them to become dead to all things that give pleasure of 
this world. With an ardent desire for responding to God’s love 
by attaining perfect love, through renouncing the world and 
giving discipline to the body and soul, Isaac utters this prayer: 


O Christ the love of whom has set apart the saints from 
family, kin, and humanity’s life of ease, and in them, the 
strength of the natural passions has become silent in the face 
of the sweetness of this love, do You, Lord, grant me to 
renounce my life out of desire for You, and may I be found 
to be dead during my lifetime to all things that give pleasure 
in this world; and through Your might, O Lord, may the 
storms which are kindled in my limbs be silenced, and may 
Your love separate me from the world and from converse 
with it. Portray in my mind an image which cannot be seen, 
by which the impulse of all the sweetness of recollections of 
the temporal world and its images may be overcome.*! 


“° Isaac emphasizes: “Until the outer man dies to all the doings of 
the world, not only to sin, but also to every bodily activity, and likewise 
until the inner man dies to evil thoughts and the natural stirrings of the body 
weaken [and the body dies a little by means of labours], so that the 
sweetness of sin no longer arises in the heart: until such a time the 
sweetness of the Divine Spirit will most certainly not arise in a man, his 
members will not open themselves to life, and divine intuitions will not be 
seen. And until in his heart a man has stilled every concern for the affairs 
of this life, except for the indispensable needs of his nature, and he entrusts 
this care to God, spiritual inebriation will not overwhelm him.” Isaac, The 
Ascetical Homilies, 4, 39; Cf. Hart, Crossing the Border, 40; Isaac, The 
Ascetical Homilies, 59, 288. 

“' Brock, ed., The Second Part, 5/10, 10-11. 
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Renunciation of this world is recommended for the 
attainment of the coming world.”” Isaac calls for a profound 
response to the love of God by rewriting our life in this world. 
As long as we are in this world, we have the power to rewrite 
it. We can erase our failings from it and can add to it our good 
manner of life. He compares the life in this world and in the 
world to come and asserts: 


Life in the world is like a manuscript of writings that is still 
in rough draft. When a man wishes or desires to do so, he 
can add something or subtract from it, and make changes in 
the writings. But the life in the world to come is like 
documents written on clean scrolls and sealed with the royal 
seal, where no addition or deletion is possible. Therefore, so 
long as we are found in the midst of change, let us pay heed 


. Ram roe imaca ranala reeaX OD resins ia moawi Maen .» 
ise micor’a 3 mM 54 dur’ oman; hous jaro cams ohy Maia enn acaha 
waorhes ji wlinsa wim alsa mkuaiawn dal sun ass wahera wicawis 
real ds gasis ja. .maiisa rolls FP QEIS Woawa . eULAM ims: lazwm 

aMmarsasa Mow als VIMass RMrvaukle alan La ots mums aa. iwi As 
natural passions - hassé kydndyé/rsiss es (124 GLa). sweetness of his 
love - halyiita d-humbeh/maass1 oaks (oan9 2kaLn). Cf. Brock, tr., 
The Second Part, 5/10, 8; Furman, “The Concept of the Temporal World 
According to John Bar Penkaye and Isaac the Syrian,” 184. 

” The hope for the coming world is very strong in the early Syriac 
tradition. Isaac remembers the words of St. Ephrem and as a herald of 
God’s love, he conveys: “We should make our soul like a ready ship that 
does not know when a wind will come upon it, or like an army that does not 
know when the trumpet of battle will sound. And if merchants are so well 
prepared for the sake of a little gain, though they will perhaps soon return 
from their voyage, how much more should we make ourselves ready, and in 
advance prepare ourselves before the coming of that decisive day, that 
bridge and door into the new age?” Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 62, 301; 
Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 62, 292; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De 
Perfectione Religiosa, 437. Cf. Ephrem, Hymns on Faith, 81/12; 
Naduviledam, Eschatological Vision of St. Isaac the Syrian, 19. 

ar cee 


Human Response to the Love of God 


to ourselves; and while we have the power over the 
manuscript of our life, which we have written by our own 
hand, let us strive earnestly to add to it by leading a good 
manner of life, and let us erase from it the failings of our 
former life. We have power to erase our debts from it as 
long as we are here. And God will take into account every 
change we make in it, so that we may be deemed worthy of 
eternal life before we go before the King and He sets His 
seal upon it. For so long as we are in this world, God does 
not affix His seal either to what is good or to what is evil, 
even up to the moment of our departure when the service of 
our fatherland is completed, and we set out upon our 
journey.” 


2.1.1. The Discipline of the Body 


To respond to the love of God and follow Him 
wholeheartedly one must deny oneself. Jesus’ words: “If any 
want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and 
take up their cross and follow me” (Mt 16, 24). Isaac reminds 
that here Jesus meant the denial of the flesh. He says, “Just as 
a man who is prepared to be crucified has only the thought of 
death in his mind, and he goes forth not supposing anymore to 
possess a share of the life of this present age, even so is the 


3 Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 62, 301. Bedjan, Mar Isaacus 
Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 436. 
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Cf. Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 62, 292; Kadloubovsky and Palmer, trs., Early 
Fathers from the Philokalia, 205; Naduviledam, Eschatological Vision of 
St. Isaac the Syrian, 23. 
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man who wishes to fulfill the Lord’s word.’“* Isaac asserts 
that this is the meaning of ‘take up the cross and follow Him.’ 
For, the cross is a volition that is ready for every affliction.” 
The reflection of Jesus’ words, “Those who find their life will 
lose it and those who lose their life for my sake will find it” 
(Mt 10, 39) again calls for the total denial of oneself. The 
person, who becomes ready to lose himself for the sake of 
finding God’s love, will surely gain his life eternally. Isaac 
claims that this is the meaning of Jesus’ words, ‘those who lose 
their life for my sake will find it.’*° 


When speaking on the discipline of the body for the 
sake of God’s love, Isaac follows the ideas of Evagrius and 
reminds us that we should be aware of many passions which 
are hidden in our inner selves.*” As long as we live in our body, 


“4 Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 37, 168. 

Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 37, 168. 

* Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 37, 168. 

“7 Evagrius uses the term ‘passions’ to describe desire and 
repulsion when they are engaged destructively. For him, the first, of all the 
passions, is the thought of the love of the soul. In order to move towards 
God, one has to conquer the strife of the love of the soul. Cf. Evagrius, 
Kephalaia Gnostica, 1/28, 28; Stewart, “Evagrius Ponticus and the Eastern 
Monastic Tradition on the Intellect and the Passions,” 268; Budge, tr., The 
Book of Paradise, Vol. 2, 1017. 

About the hidden presence of the passions in human self, Isaac 
narrates: “We know that in the summer there are many medicinal herbs 
which lie concealed in the ground because of the heat and no one can see 
them; but when they are moistened by rain and they smell the potency of 
the air’s coolness, each species reveals where it was hidden in the earth. So 
also, a man is truly at rest from many passions when he is in the grace of 
stillness and in the heat of abstinence; if, however, he encounters the things 
of this world, he sees how each passion awakens and lifts up its head, 
especially if they smell the scent of repose. I have said this so that no one 
should grow confident so long as he lives in this body, nay, until he dies, 
and in order to show that flight and making oneself distant from the causes 
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we have to face great struggles against these. One who does 
not willingly withdraw himself from the causes of the passions 
is unwillingly drawn away by sin. Hence it is Isaac’s teaching 
that one must guard against all the causes of sin with great 
care."* Fighting against a passion from its beginning causes 
better results and so Isaac recommends: “While the 
transgression is still small and blossoming, pluck it up before it 
spreads and covers the field. Do not be negligent when your 
fault seems slight to you, for later you will find it an inhuman 
master, and will be running before it like a shackled slave. But 
a man who fights against a passion from the start will soon 
subdue it.”*’ Isaac again reminds the necessity to withdraw 
voluntarily from the passions: “When they are born and come 
to maturity, they become sins and kill a man. As children are 
not born without a mother, so passions are not born without the 
distraction of the mind, and sin is not committed without 
converse with passions.”°’ The same caution must be taken 
with regard to the habits also. Voicing of Isaac: “Fear habits 
more than enemies. He who nourishes a habit within himself is 
like a man who feeds a fire, for the degree of the strength of 
each is determined by the fuel with which it is supplied. Once 
a habit demands something and its request is not fulfilled, the 
next time you will find it weaker. But if you fulfill its desire 


of evil are a great and excellent help in the ascetic struggle.” Isaac, The 
Ascetical Homilies, 37, 170. 

“8 Isaac explains its nature: “These are the causes of sin: wine, 
women, riches, and robust health of body. Not that by their nature these 
things are sins, but that nature readily inclines toward the sinful passions on 
their account, and for this reason, man must guard himself against them 
with great care.” Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 5, 41-42; Cf. Isaac, Mystic 
Treatises, 5, 42; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 
61. 

” Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 5, 43. 

°° Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 48, 235. 
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just once, the next time, you will find its assault against you to 
be much stronger.” 


The discipline of the body requires keenness of the 
senses. Isaac points out that the sight of people of the world 
causes confusion in the soul of the person who has renounced 
the world for the sake of the love of God. Continuous 
interactions with a spiritual person as well as a mere sight of a 
worldly person cause distractions and confusions in the soul.*” 
Isaac recaps that “The encounters, however, which the senses 
experience do not hinder bodily labour. But he who wishes to 
reap joy from the peace of his mind by means of hidden 
endeavour will be troubled in the stillness of his heart even by 
voices, without the sight of anything.”*’ He tells again that 
“inner mortification cannot exist without inactivity of the 
senses.””’ By keeping the senses inactive one will be given the 
spiritual joy of the love of God. Isaac’s words: “If you guard 
your tongue, God will give you the gift of compunction of 
heart so that you may see your soul, and thereby you will enter 
into spiritual joy. But if your tongue defeats you - believe me 
in what I say to you - you will never be able to escape from 
darkness. If you do not have a pure heart, at least have a pure 
mouth.””? He adds, “Do not extol the man who endures bodily 
hardship and yet gives free reign to his senses: I mean, that of 
hearing, and whose mouth is gaping and intemperate, and eyes 


>! Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 51, 245. 

» Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 48, 234. 

° Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 48, 234. 

* Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 48, 234. 

°° Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 48, 236; 51, 247; Cf. Isaac, 
Mystic Treatises, 50/350, 235; 46/334, 234; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita 
De Perfectione Religiosa, 350; 334; Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac 
the Syrian, 78-79. 
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roaming.”°° “Every man who gives free rein to his senses 


‘ . : 57 
gives free rein to his heart,” says Isaac. 


St. Paul says, “It is no longer I who live, but it is Christ 
who lives in me. And the life I now live in the flesh I live by 
faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for 
me” (Gal 2, 20). It is Christ who lives in a body which is 
disciplined for the sake of the love of God. If a body is 
undisciplined and the world or flesh is more alive in it, Christ 
cannot be stayed within it. In Isaac’s opinion, that which we 
love the more, that it is which lives in us. The love of Christ 
within us can overcome all the weaknesses in human nature. 
We should strengthen our will and believe that it is possible for 
us to defeat all these by the love of God.” Isaac wonders about 


°° Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 4, 30. 

>’ Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 51, 249-250. 

°* Undoubtedly Isaac affirms: “If, therefore, the desire of the love 
of Christ has not become so powerful within you as to render you 
dispassionate toward every affliction due to your joy in Him, then know 
that the world is more alive in you than is Christ. When illness, and want, 
and bodily exhaustion, and fear of bodily harm perturb your mind so as to 
sway it from the joy of your hope and from your unsullied care to please the 
Lord, then know that the flesh and not Christ lives within you. To speak 
simply, that which you love and which has mastery within you, this it is 
which lives in you.” Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 56, 276-277. 

*° Isaac presents the low states of different kinds of persons and 
conveys the message that we should conquer our limitations of human 
nature by devoted love of Jesus Christ who strengthens us: “The drunkard 
will never believe that there are many men who do not even drink wine. 
The licentious man will never believe that there are men who entirely re- 
frain from carnal intercourse. A man who is coerced by a certain lust will 
never believe that there is someone who is not coerced at all by this lust, 
even though he may be disquieted by others. And a man chronically ill will 
never believe that there can be a body that is not harassed by illnesses. 
Such, then, are those who are unable completely to overcome the doubts of 
their mind. They will find consolation in saying that there is no man who is 
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the great power that our inward nature possesses: “How much 
power God has laid up in human nature, for if it wills, it can 
overcome all.”®’ He adds: “But because we do not exercise our 
will, we loudly preach the weakness of our nature. And while 
we conceal our nature’s fortitude behind the weakness of our 
will, we say, who would ever be able to overcome these 
things?””°! 


As a man to whom a treasure is entrusted, will not 
sleep, so we have to be watchfulness over our inward life. 
Vigilance and spiritual discernment keep the passions away 
from our mind. Our conscious mind can save our souls from 
the attack of them.” The Gospel says, “From the days of John 


entirely liberated from being defeated by adversities. And they do not 
believe at all that there are men in whom the love of Christ has 
overpowered the weakness of nature and who totally despise the body and 
the love thereof. They do not believe that there are those whose mind is not 
shaken away from its joy in Christ, and who resist their nature’s propensity 
to be defeated by the assaults of bodily adversities, and that divine gifts tri- 
umph over the impotence of human nature.” Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 
56, 277-278. 

% Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 56, 278. 

5! Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 56, 278. 

°° The way it happens, Isaac illustrates: “The man to whom a 
treasure is entrusted does not sleep. If we observe the law of vigilance and 
practice discernment with knowledge, from which the fruit of life is reaped, 
then the struggle with the assaults of the passions will in no wise draw near 
our mind. Entrance to the heart is denied them not as a result of struggle, 
but because of the repletion of our conscious mind, and the knowledge with 
which our soul is filled, and because of the desire for the wonderful divine 
visions to be discovered in this knowledge. These things hinder the assaults 
of the passions from approaching the soul, not because the soul has desisted 
from watchfulness and the practice of discernment (which, as I have said, 
guard the knowledge of the truth and the soul’s light), but because the mind 
is not engaged in any struggle. The food of poor men is vile to the rich, just 
as the food of sick men seems vile to the healthy. But prosperity and health 
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the Baptist until now the kingdom of heaven has suffered 
violence, and the violent take it by force” (Mt 11, 12). Isaac 
invites us for a spiritual battle in order to attain the Kingdom of 
God by gratifying the perfect love, which is the total response 
to the love of God. He notifies that one should work it for this 
till the end of his life, till the tomb. That is, he must struggle 
until his very departure from this world. If he is immersed in 
worldly affairs, without any discipline, it is certain that he 
cannot bear fruits when the time of harvest comes. Isaac says, 
‘““A man must work not only until he sees the fruit, but until the 
very time of harvest. By harvest, I mean the grave. For, often 
ripe fruit is suddenly destroyed by a hailstorm. He who 
becomes enmeshed in external affairs and becomes lax in 


conversations cannot be assured that he continues in good 
health.” 


2.1.2. The Discipline of the Soul 


Discipline performed by the body for the sake of the 
love of God purifies the body from the impure matters within 
it.’ Isaac says, this “bodily discipline that is pleasing to God 
is called bodily labours which are done for the purging of our 
flesh with the practising of virtue through visible deeds, by 
which the impurity of the flesh is filtered out.”® But the 
discipline of the soul requires the keenness of the heart.°° Isaac 
emphasizes here the prayer of the heart, which is an important 


are preserved through vigilance and diligence. As long as a man lives, he 
has need of vigilance, diligence, and alertness to guard his treasure.” Isaac, 
The Ascetical Homilies, 62, 299. 

% Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 62, 300. 

%4 Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 43, 213. 

% Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 43, 213. 

°° Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 48, 234. 
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theme in Syriac spirituality.°’ It includes constant prayer and 
meditation with vigilant over divine providence and secret 
passions. Here the heart longs to attain the perfect love, by 
carrying on in unceasing prayer, meditation and watchfulness 
upon the matters on divine and spiritual realms. Isaac states: 


Noetic discipline is: a work of the heart carried on without 
pause in pondering upon judgement, that is, upon God’s 
righteousness and the judgments He has decreed; unceasing 
prayer of the heart; mindfulness of the providence and care 
of God active in this world particularly and universally at 
once; and a watching for secret passions, lest you encounter 
any of them in the secret and spiritual realm. This work of 
the heart is called the noetic discipline.” 


The discipline of the soul contains the virtuous 
activities of the soul prompted by the love of God. By 
this, the heart is refined, and it begins to move towards 
an understanding of sensory things.” The refining 
process humbles the soul, purifies it and lifts up to the 


°’ The doctrine of the prayer of the heart has its beginning among 
the desert communities and ascetical teachers of ancient Egypt, Palestine 
and Syria. The biblical notion of the heart as the centre of a person is the 
starting point of this prayer. Perceiving God intuitively at the deepest level 
of the being, in the heart, is the hallmark of this inner prayer. The heart was 
considered as the place of encounter between Divinity and the individual 
and hence, the focal point of human awareness. The centrality of heart is 
beautifully demonstrated by the Syrian ascetics, Aphrahat and Ephrem in 
their writings. Cf. Gather, Teachings on the Prayer of the Heart in the 
Greek and Syrian Fathers, 11, 15, 62; Aphrahat, Demonstrations, 4/1; 
Ephrem, Hymns on Virginity, 44/20; McGuckin, “The Prayer of the Heart in 
Patristic & Early Byzantine Tradition,” 69-108. 

°8 Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 43, 213-214. The term ‘noetic’ 
means that which belongs to or is characteristic of the intellect. Cf. Palmer, 
Ware and Sherrard, trs., Philokalia, Vol. 1, 1139. 

® Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 43, 214. 
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perfect contemplation which separates it from this 
world and gives the awareness of the glorious world to 
come.” In this state of spiritual contemplation, the soul 
feels a mesmerizing wonder at God. Through this 
discipline, the intellect receives hypostatic theoria, and 
from then onwards its vision becomes spiritual.’ This 
helps the soul to make its total response to His amazing 
love. 


Isaac teaches that there are three basic parts in the soul 
which helps our rational nature to receive the divine teachings 
and revelations in its own particular way. They are desire, zeal 
and reason. According to Isaac, each one of these has been 
constituted for receiving different things. Isaac explains the 
functions of the first part: “yearning, and the incitement of all 
that is beautiful and excellent, things which instruct the rational 
mind, (directing it) towards the divine laws, lowliness, 
gentleness, self-abasement, great compassion, and the rest. 
These are the things we are constituted (as being capable) of 
receiving by means of the first part when we are stirred by 


7 Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 43, 213. 

7! Here, ‘hypostatic theoria’ refers to the created state of [man’s] 
primordial nature. From this hypostatic vision, a man is easily moved and 
led up to what is called unitary knowledge, that is, awestruck wonder at 
God. This is the state of the majestical way of life to come, which is 
granted only after the resurrection. Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 43, 
214. For Isaac, the soul’s primordial state resembles Adam’s state before 
he tasted of the tree of knowledge of good and evil. Worldly knowledge 
and passions cause a man to lose this clearness that is both natural and 
proper to his soul. Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 3, 22. The Greek 
word theoria (Gsopia) means ‘looking at,’ ‘gazing at’ and ‘being aware of.’ 
Cf. Johnston, The Inner Eye of Love, 24. 


~ 152 ~ 


Human Response to the Love of God 


it.”’” Isaac says that when this part of the faculty predominates 


in the soul, these things appear in the rational nature.”* 


The second part, which is the zeal, helps to accept and 
receive under faith whatever comes to our lives, for the sake of 
the love of God. Perseverance, fortitude, courage and all such 
are belongs to this part. Isaac narrates its functions: 


Alertness and diligence, along with a valiant perseverance 
(in the face) of afflictions and all sorts of misfortunes that 
are likely to turn up, (borne) for the sake of things divine; 
also a strong disposition, courage and valour of heart, 
fortitude against all that causes harm and fright, whether it 
be from demons, human beings, reptiles or wild animals; or 
(from) hunger, drudgery, penury, illnesses and other such 
things that can occur in an adverse way to this common 
(human) nature (of ours) - all for the sake of the name of 
God - or death itself.” 


The heart’s luminous faith, free control of the emotions, 
hope, and unceasing musing on divine wisdom are belonging 


® Brock, tr., The Second Part, 19/2, 103; Brock, ed., The Second 
Part, 19/2, 92. 
ln ivhikune hide omar MX iagla Whos, . aia huis 3 wha 
rhouukna charms raaama adalre’ mds nal . lis esa oxides 
oar jkr alaoml wan his im hams ulm aie me ertiXw nasa 
ordlils reéuas mo otiiin alo neézaio ols lis hi ams ara. asst 

® Cf. Brock, ed., The Second Part, 19/2, 103. 

™ Brock, tr., The Second Part, 19/3, 103; Brock, ed., The Second 
Part, 19/3, 92-93. 
Nara rh ale horinrm pa halwawa hols aa hai hala 
rmhamala «ums io vital Ci hime olor emis whesina 
resia rena warts Sr sina eu Aa Saoals Whanima als rhaimarX a 
rua hal gical Gana ain Maina Mimiaaa whammmna winwa Mara hana 
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to the third part, which is the reason.”” The first two parts are 


collectively called the active part of the soul, and the third part 
is called the divine contemplation.’° Response to the love of 
God results from the accurate functioning of these three parts. 
This occurs in a disciplined soul with results of mingling with 
God and entering into His divine mysteries. Isaac asserts: 
“When we show endurance in that active part - this consists in 
continual musing on the kind of virtue that can be perceived by 
means of the body - (then) this contemplative portion, which is 
the quality of the faculty of reason, brings the mind close to 
complete mingling with God, causing it to peer into His divine 
mysteries which (exist) in a luminous state above the world.””” 


® Cf. Brock, ed., The Second Part, 19/4, 103. luminous faith 
(purity or clarity of faith) - Sapyut haymdniitd/~nomsm nowar. ( dade 
wkeaing). Cf. Brock, tr. The Second Part, 19/4, 93. 

An Rmmma inma AO haintwa Wal; haem haay ads ways ei wh 
+ Ckumld Chmanusr ale. 

’° Cf. Brock, ed., The Second Part, 19/5, 104. divine contemplation 
- te’OryG aldhdyta/méiors <kenire (Maki Baars). Cf. Brock, tr., The 
Second Part, 19/5, 93. 
hive ama .ean whiaawm whim . visits burden huis Whdim pia 

& ram cuams hokwo dur hal, hee 9 1. kale sian 
Cf. Becker, Fear of God and the Beginning of Wisdom, 185. 

77 Brock, tr., The Second Part, 19/6, 104. contemplative portion - 
mnat te’dryd/rsiowhs ww (24014 iv). Cf. Brock, ed., The Second Part, 
19/6, 93. 

Mrhaisums; rmmm haume’ cedurs . ams Mryvtiasrm kum wor war 
am linn haiku dudbucs motown kin io . iXa usr hus, ik 
Ato scale smatintca . eal rojo Woledor ia el law hal whaldlsos 

& Plas oo durtsay tals — 
The terminology ‘perfect mingling’ is Evagrian. Cf. Evagrius, The Great 
Letter, 28, 69. Here Isaac speaks of the ‘perfect mingling’ of the saints with 
God, which symbolically typifies the union of Christ in the Holy Trinity. 
Cf. Brock, tr., The Second Part, 7/3, 25; Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of 
Isaac the Syrian, 59. 
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The refining process of the soul is a must to fulfill the 
invitation of Jesus, ‘take up the cross and follow Me’ (Cf. Lk 9, 
23). In conformity with the duality of our rational nature, this 
activity of taking up of the cross, is divided into two parts. The 
first is called righteous activity, and the second is called divine 
vision.’ The righteous activities, that is, praxis purifies the 
passionate part of the soul by the power of zeal. And the 
second, through the action of the soul’s love, thoroughly filters 
out the spiritual part of the soul.” The souls which are purified 
in the first part are allowed to go forward to the second part. 
For the things of God come only to the place which is cleansed 
and defiled. That is, divine vision takes place only after the 
total healing of the soul.*° 


78 Isaac explains: “The first is patient endurance of the tribulations 
of the flesh which is accomplished by the activity of the soul’s incensive 
part, and this is called righteous activity (praxis). The second is to be found 
in the subtle workings of the intellect, in steady divine rumination, in 
unfailing constancy of prayer, and in other such practices. This second 
activity is carried out through the appetitive part of the soul, and is called 
divine vision (theoria).” Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 2, 13; Hansbury, tr., 
St. Isaac of Nineveh on Ascetical Life, 2/21, 37. 

” Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 2, 13; Hansbury, tr., St. Isaac 
of Nineveh on Ascetical Life, 2/ 21, 37; Madathikunnath, “Vision of Man in 
Ephrem and Isaac,” 428. 

*° As an authentic person to say this, Isaac explains: “Thus every 
man who, before training completely in the first part, proceeds to that 
second activity out of passionate longing for its sweetness (or rather, should 
I say, out of sloth) has wrath come upon him, because he did not first 
“mortify his members which are upon the earth’, that is, heal the infirmity of 
his thoughts by patient endurance of the labour which belongs to the shame 
of the cross. For he dared to imagine in his mind the cross’s glory. And 
this is what was said by holy men of old: ‘If the intellect should wish to 
mount upon the cross before the senses have found rest from their infirmity, 
the wrath of God comes upon it.’ This mounting of the cross which brings 
wrath upon itself does not result from the first part, that of patient 
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Isaac asserts that a disciplined soul becomes 
dispassionate.*' Because of the purity it possesses, its intellect 


endurance of afflictions which is the crucifying of our flesh, but results 
from the desire to ascend to divine vision (theoria), which is the second part 
and takes place after the healing of the soul.” Isaac, The Ascetical 
Homilies, 2, 13. 

. “Dispassion does not mean that a man feels no passions, but that 
he does not accept any of them. Owing to the many and various virtues, 
both evident and hidden, acquired by the saints, the passions have grown 
feeble in them and cannot easily rise up against their soul. Nor does the 
mind need to keep constant watch on them, because its concepts are at all 
times filled with study and intercourse with most excellent subjects, which 
are stirred in the intellect by the activity of insight. As soon as the passions 
begin to arise, the mind is suddenly ravished away from them by a certain 
insight that penetrates into the intellect, and the passions recede from it as 
being inactive.” Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 71, 347; Cf. Ware, “Silence 
in Prayer: The Meaning of Hesychia,” 22; Kadloubovsky and Palmer, trs., 
Writings from the Philokalia on Prayer of the Heart, 253. In The Book of 
the Bee, we read: “The festal garments which our Lord has prepared for His 
saints, the children of light, are impassibility; and the filthy garments which 
hinder us from entering into the spiritual bridal-chamber are the passions.” 
Sinkewiez, tr., Evagrius of Pontus, 49; Evagrius, Treatises on Thoughts, 22, 
104. Impassibility implies perfect moral freedom, and is a supernatural 
endowment properly belonging to God alone. Cf. Ramelli, tr., Evagrius’ 
Kephalaia Gnostika, |v; Corrigan, Evagrius and Gregory, 58; Prestige, God 
in Patristic Thought, 7; Shelém6én, The Book of the Bee, 160; Palmer, Ware 
and Sherrard, trs., Philokalia, Vol. 1, 1125-1127; Kadloubovsky and 
Palmer, trs., Early Fathers from the Philokalia, 102; House, 
“Impassibility,” 209-210. 

According to Isaac, the soul is passionless by nature. He says: 
“Whenever you hear in the Scriptures of passions of the soul and body, 
know that this is said in reference to the causes of the passions. For, the 
soul is naturally dispassionate. ...We believe that God created His image 
passionless (but I do not mean His image in reference to the body, but to the 
soul, which is invisible). For every image is taken from a prototype. And it 
is impossible for a visible image to depict the likeness of something 
invisible. So, you must believe that the passions, as we said earlier, do not 
belong to the soul [by nature] .... The passions, therefore, entered into the 
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becomes delicate, lively, and keen. Because of its ascetical 
life, its intellect is purified and becomes perfectly clear, for its 
flesh has dried up. In consequence of its practice of stillness 
and its long continuance therein, its intellect quickly alights 
and leads it to awestruck wonder at the divine vision.* 
Staying on Evagrian spirituality, in which dispassion 
(apatheia-ona0e1a) is a state of tranquillity’ and it is a 
necessary condition for contemplation and divine vision, Isaac 
teaches: “Prolonged and habitual discipline utterly blots out 
from the heart the recollections which instil in the soul the 
passions and the powerful sway of the devil. For when the soul 
does not keep lewd company with the passions by deliberating 
upon them, then, since she is constantly held fast by another 
concern, the power of the passions can no longer hold her 
spiritual senses in its claws.”** 


soul afterwards, and it is not right to say that the passions belong to the 
soul, even though she is moved by them.” Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 3, 
17; Cf. Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 3/21, 15; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De 
Perfectione Religiosa, 21. 

hei Sia 1298 OO. soncio «x 236 v4a49 G2 satis sot AA Es INGEN 
3a WW arn oak fom raha rage hie epatanciio aad Ein PENG. C | ve Aaciasa 
1882 28840 2a U0 tua asi; Cf. Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac 
the Syrian, 48. 

® Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 71, 348. 

83 Cf. Evagrius, Definitions, 3, 184. 

* Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 71, 348. The term apatheia 
(aza6e1a) is of Stoic origin. It is defined as the proper use of passions. At 
this stage, we get the freedom to begin to love as God loves, selflessly and 
without sentimentality, and so to assist in the work of divine Providence. It 
is equivalent to the term purity of heart and it makes one worthy of the 
perfection of the love of God. That is, love is the daughter of apatheia. Cf. 
Boisvert “Origins: Comparative Perspectives,” 963-967;  Golitzin, 
“Spirituality: Eastern Christian,” 1188; Binns, The T&T Clark History of 
Monasticism, 181; Ryan, The Spirituality of the New Testament and the 
Fathers, 385-386; Ludlow, Universal Salvation, 56; Corrigan, Evagrius 
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Isaac gives a clear description about the self-denial, 
which is a requirement for human response to the love of God. 
After being purified by a disciplined life, one has to become 
part of a new creation, which has to come. The ardent desire 
for God becomes the thrust in the soul to undergo total 
renunciation, and thereby total purification. Isaac himself had 
this inflaming zeal to fulfill the will of God before departing 
from this world. Beseeching the help to attain the promise of 
the Love and expressing his readiness to become anew, Isaac 
utters: 


Yet notwithstanding, O Christ, Who alone art mighty, 
blessed is he whose help is from Thee; he hath made ascents 
in his heart! Lord, turn Thou our faces away from the world 
by the desire of Thee, that we may see it for what it is, and 
no longer believe in a shadow as in truth. Having fashioned 
us anew, O Lord, renew and give our mind zeal before death, 
so that in the hour of our departure we may know the 
purpose of our entrance and departure from this world. And 
so, having completed the work by reason of which Thy will 
called us to come first into this life, may we then hope, with 
our mind full of confidence, to receive those great things 
which, according to the Scriptures’ promise, Thy love hath 


and Gregory, 53-55, 199; Harpur, Love Burning in the Soul, 41; Evagrius, 
The Praktikos & Chapters on Prayer, \xxxvi; Holt, Thirsty for God, 41; 
Behr-Sigel, The Place of the Heart, 57; Palmer, Sherrard and Ware, eds. & 
trs., The Philokalia, Vol. 3, 147-148; A Monk of the Eastern Church, 
Orthodox Spirituality, 15; Ware, “Ways of Prayer and Contemplation,” 398; 
Ware, “Apatheia,” 18-19; Louth, “Mysticism,” 273; Stewart, “Evagrius 
Ponticus and the Eastern Monastic Tradition on the Intellect and the 
Passions,” 269; Rivas, “Dreams in Evagrius Ponticus’ Life and Teaching,” 
532; Stewart, “Evagrius Ponticus on Prayer and Anger,” 66; Couchman, 
“Always Changing, Always the Same,” 88; Rasmussen, “Like a Rock or 
like God?,” 160; Isaac, Discours Ascétiques, 39; Spidlik, The Spirituality of 
the Christian East, 270-277. 
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prepared in the second, new creation, things the 
remembrance of which is guarded in the faith of Thy 
mysteries.*° 


2.1.3. The Purity of the Mind and Heart 


The Syriac term dakyiitd (hasan) 1s used to indicate 
purification or purity. It derives from the verb ess which 
means ‘to be or be made pure or clean.’*° The early Syriac 
writers used this term associated with heart or soul. For them, 
the expression, ‘purity of heart’ or ‘purity of soul’ stands for 
the removal of inner defilement, that is, sin.*’ According to 
Isaac, a person won’t be able to respond to the love of God 
unless he possesses a pure mind and heart.** To keep this 


85 Tsaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 43, 215. 

*° Cf. Smith, ed., A Compendious Syriac Dictionary, 91; 
Aravackal, “John the Solitary,” 123. 

*” The Scripture recommends ‘purity of heart’ as the requirement 
to see God (Cf. Mt 5, 8). There are several expressions in the Scripture 
related to ‘purity of heart.’ Cf. Ps 51, 12; Prov 20, 9; 22, 11 etc. Cf. 
Aravackal, “John the Solitary,” 123. 

In the Western tradition the heart is simply the seat of emotions, of 
affective prayer, whereas in the East it has retained its biblical role of being 
the seat of the intellect. The heart is the innermost point of our being, 
where contact with God is possible. Prayer of the heart is basically nothing 
other than deep communication between the centre of our being and God. 
Cf. Brock, “The Prayer of the Heart in Syriac Tradition,” 42-44. 

*8 According to the biblical understanding heart (/éb) is the centre 
of a person. The heart pertains to matters of belief, behaviour, conscience, 
moral character, courage, will, understanding, passions, intention, desire 
and so on. It is described as the seat and function of the reason. The heart is 
the source, from which the emotions flow and it is the seat of desire as well. 
It overlaps with the function of soul and mind in a lot of ways. The heart 
and soul together implied mind. At any rate, there still seems to be a central 
role of the heart itself. The heart is an integral part of the soul, which is the 
center of our emotions such as like, dislike, and express love, hatred, joy, 
affection, desire, feelings, anger, sadness, and happiness. The mind is also 
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purity, the whole works of his heart should be with 
discernment. If in the presence of external things, he is not 
tied by material profit, despises gluttony, and is entirely free of 
anger, Isaac says, he does the work of the heart with 

discernment.” When a man accepts a loss for the sake of 


the part of the soul and it is for thinking. It is in this part of the soul that 
man reasons and has knowledge. The unique attribute of the mind is its 
ability to know God. The ‘will,’ which is another part of the soul, is for 
decisions and choices. The Hebrew word used for heart is /éb, meaning 
inner man, mind, will and heart. It also includes intelligence, mind, thought 
and understanding. Man’s heart is the essence of his soul, and is the part of 
man that decides how he will respond to what he has learned from his spirit, 
soul and body; through his mind, through the Holy Spirit, through his 
conscious, and through his emotions. The mind is an organ of the soul, 
which stores information gained through his six senses-the body, spirit, 
soul, conscious, heart, and emotions. The mind, like the heart, is a separate 
but integral part of the soul. While the human spirit is different from the 
soul, the heart and mind are part of the soul. Their functions overlap and 
cannot exist without the others. Intellect and memory are associated with 
the brain today, but in the language of the Bible, thinking is a function of 
the heart. Even though there is clear distinction between spirit, soul, heart, 
and mind, they still work together and heart and mind are part of the soul. 
God is one, but He is also Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Likewise, we are 
one, but we are also Spirit, Soul, and Body. And likewise, our Soul is one, 
but it really is Soul, Heart, and Mind. When Isaac teaches on purity he 
differentiates intellect from body and soul, and mind from heart. Cf. 
https://biblediscoverytv.com/question-answer/2020/q9-what-is-the- 
difference-between-heart-soul-and-spirit/, accessed on 26-03-2022; 
https://www.getbible answers.org/ spirit-soul-heart-mind.html, accessed on 
26-03-2022; Ryken, et al., Dictionary of Biblical Imagery, 1262-1264; 
1873-1876; Jenni and Westermann, eds., Theological Lexicon of the Old 
Testament, 821. See also n. 15, 80-81. 

®° Tsaac argues: “But if these three are found in a man, namely, the 
desire for material gain (whether to a greater or lesser degree), quick 
temper, and submission to gluttony, then, even though he seems to be a peer 
of the saints of old, know that his laxity in externals is produced by his lack 
of patience in inward matters; these things, however, are not produced by a 
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God, willingly and joyfully, he is inwardly pure. He seems to 
be dead to the world and the worldly life. He marks non- 
attachment, the scorn of ease and the love of mankind in his 
life. Isaac claims: 


Discriminating disdain is accompanied by non-attachment, 
scorn of ease and the love of mankind. Ifa man readily and 
joyfully accepts a loss for the sake of God, he is inwardly 
pure. And if he does not look down upon any man because 
of his defects, in very truth, he is free. If a man is not 
pleased with someone who honours him, nor displeased with 
someone who dishonours him, he is dead to the world and to 
this life. The watchfulness of discernment is superior to 
every kind of discipline accomplished by men of any 
degree.” 


Freedom from the worldly affairs leads the mind 
towards the loving concern for God and the things of God. As 
the purity of the mind increases, the love it receives from the 
divine mysteries also increases.’' To keep purity, which is a 


discriminating disdain of one’s soul. If this were not so, how could he have 
despised bodily things and still not have acquired meekness?” Isaac, The 
Ascetical Homilies, 51, 250. 

”” Tsaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 51, 250. 

*! Tsaac explains: “The more, the mind takes leave of care for the 
visible and is concerned with the hope of future things, the more it is 
refined and becomes translucent in prayer. And the more the body is freed 
from the bonds of worldly affairs, the more the mind is also freed from the 
same. The more the mind is freed from the bonds of worldly concerns, the 
more it becomes limpid. And the more it becomes limpid, the more it is 
refined; and the more it is refined, it is exalted above the concepts of this 
age which bear the stamp of grossness. Then the mind will know how to 
behold God as He is and not as we are.... By binding our mind with hope in 
Him alone, the Lord has turned toward Himself the entire concern of our 
thoughts; He has bound in Himself the entire care of our thinking through 
our being set free from all things, so that by reason of this we may ardently 
desire converse with Him in our perpetual concern for Him alone. But 
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requirement for the response to the love of God, in our mind 
and heart, we need to create hatred towards sin and must ready 
to uproot the origins of passions from within.’ The uprooting 
of evil is necessary for the total response to the love of God. 
They come like a dog and attack like a lion.”’ Hence Isaac 
warns: “Set every small desire at naught, that you may not 
ponder upon the vehemence of its burning. For patience, 
shown for a short time with respect to small matters disperses 


prayer also is in need of exercise, so that by its prolonged practice the mind 
may gain wisdom. For, after we have acquired non-possessiveness which 
frees our concepts from bondage, prayer requires long continuance, because 
the mind is trained by perseverance and much time. Thus, it knows to 
banish its deliberations, and learns from much experience that which it 
cannot gain from elsewhere. Every discipline is strengthened by the 
discipline which precedes it, and that which comes before it is necessary for 
the discovery of what follows it. Seclusion precedes prayer, and seclusion 
itself comes about for the sake of prayer. Prayer is necessary for acquiring 
the love of God, because from prayer we discover the causes for loving 
God.” Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 63, 302-303. 

*° Isaac makes us to notice our habit of cherishing the causes of 
passions and recommends us to rip up them. He explains: “How sweet are 
the origins of the passions! Sometimes a man can cut off the passions and 
be at peace because of his distance from them, and he rejoices that they 
have ceased; he cannot, however, extirpate the causes of the passions. For 
this reason, we are tempted against our will. When it is by the passions, we 
are grieved; but we cherish their origins and would have them remain in us. 
We do not desire sin, but with pleasure we accept the causes which bring it 
upon us. For this reason, the second by their activity become the sources of 
the first. The man who loves the origins of the passions is an involuntary 
bondsman and against his will he is enslaved to the passions. He who hates 
his sins will cease to sin, and he who confesses them will receive 
forgiveness. It is impossible for a man to forsake the habit of sin if he does 
not first acquire a hatred of sin; and it is impossible to receive forgiveness 
before a confession of iniquities. With the latter there is real abasement, 
and with the former there is remorse arising from shame that cleaves to the 
heart.” Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 32, 151-152. 

3 Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 32, 154. 
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the danger of great ones. It is impossible to overcome great 
evils, if you do not subdue with lesser.”’* As long as we carry 
evils in ourselves, we shall not be able to perceive their 
malodour, and if we do not hate them, we cannot smell the 
stench of their activity. Isaac says, “Withdraw from evil, and 
immediately you will comprehend its malodour. For if you do 
not withdraw, you will never learn it, nay rather, you will put 
on its stench like a beautiful fragrance, and you will reckon the 
nakedness of your shame to be a veil of glory.””> Until we cast 
out from our heart the memory of our former evil actions, we 
cannot bear new fruit and sprout new shoots in Jesus Christ.”° 


Persistence in discipline enlightens the mind and 
removes its confusions. The peace thus creates in the mind 
leads the heart towards the spiritual wisdom, and thereby, it 
receives joy of great love from God. It causes humility and 
gentleness in the heart.’’ Purity in the heart increases patience 
in the soul, which is a sign that we have secretly received the 
grace of consolation. As long as the heart lives in purity, the 
senses become inactive. Isaac writes: “The power of patience 
is stronger than the joyful thoughts that descend into the heart. 
Life in God is the downfall of the senses; when the heart lives, 
the senses fall away. The resurrection of the senses is the 
deadening of the heart; when the senses are quickened, it is a 
sign that the heart has died to God.”’* The light of the 
understanding dawns out of purity of the heart and of the 
thoughts. From this on the heart will be guided by the grace of 


4 Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 32, 154. 

°° Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 32, 152. 

°° Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 48, 232. 

°” Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 48, 233-234. 
°8 Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 48, 235. 
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God and the senses have no power upon it.”” Brock identifies 
this state of purity of the heart as the state of the ‘prayer of the 
heart,’ an important concept in the Syriac spirituality. In the 
Syriac spirituality, purity of the heart is characterized in itself 
as a form of prayer, that is, ‘prayer of the heart.’ Here the heart 
is the altar and the prayer is being sacrificed in this altar.'"° 


Isaac differentiates purity of the intellect from 
purification of the body and purification of the soul. Holiness 
by freedom of the defilement of the flesh constitutes the 
purification of the body and by freedom from secret passions 
constitutes the purification of the soul. But purification of the 


” Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 2, 14. 

'©° Aphrahat also mentions this prayer in the heart as offering to 
God. He says: “see how our righteous forefathers excelled in their prayer 
before God, and how it served them as a pure offering.” Aphrahat, 
Demonstrations, 4/1. According to Aphrahat purity of heart constitutes 
prayer more than all other prayers that are uttered aloud. He says that heart 
is the locus of inner worship and of divine-human communion and pure 
prayer is the interior sacrifice offered to God in the heart. Cf. Aphrahat, 
Demonstrations, 4/10; 4/13; For Ephrem also heart is the place of sacrifice 
where Christians offer their pure prayer. Pure inner prayer is the new 
Christian sacrifice. 

smaain iz mal TN) r\iax x10 Ut walls 

Ephrem, Hymns on Virginity, 44/20; He considers the human body as the 
temple of God and says: “Glory to that Voice Which became Body, and to 
the Word of the High One Which became Flesh! Hear Him also, O ears, 
and see Him, O eyes, and feel Him, O hands, and eat Him O mouth! Ye 
members and senses give praise unto Him, that came and quickened the 
whole body!” Ephrem, Hymns on Nativity, 3/11. Brock, “The Prayer of the 
Heart in Syriac Tradition,” 45-49; Brock, “Fire from Heaven,” 239-240; 
Becker, Fear of God and the Beginning of Wisdom, 188; Gather, Teachings 
on the Prayer of the Heart in the Greek and Syrian Fathers, 67; 71-89; 
McGuckin, “The Prayer of the Heart in Patristic & Early Byzantine 
Tradition,” 69-108. 
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intellect occurs by the revelation of divine mysteries.'°' There 
is difference between purity of the mind and purity of the 
heart.'” The purity of the mind is connected with the senses 
of the soul. But purity of heart considers the inner senses - the 
sense of senses - that is, their root. If the root is holy, its 
branches are also holy. Likewise, if the heart is purified, all 
the senses are also made pure.'°’ Isaac teaches that the purity 
of the mind will not be permanent, while the purity of the 
heart cannot be soiled by little things.'”* 


'l Tsaac asserts: “But purification of the intellect comes to pass by 
the revelation of mysteries. For it is cleansed of all things that fall under the 
reach of sensation because of their grossness. Little children, too, are 
virginal of body and passionless of soul, yet no one calls them purified in 
intellect. For purity of the intellect is perfection through the exercise of 
heavenly divine visions, when the intellect is moved without the senses by 
the spiritual powers of those worlds on high which possess wonders without 
number. These beings are distinct in their modes of existence but united in 
their invisible ministry, which consists in the motion of the divine 
revelations that are perpetual in their alterations at all times. Isaac, The 
Ascetical Homilies, 43, 215-216. 

'? Isaac gives a clear description on purity of the mind. He says 
that it is not one who has no knowledge of evil or one who is by nature on 
the level of infants. But he has to struggle with evil until his death. Isaac 
writes: “Purity of the mind is this: to be rapt in things divine, and this comes 
about after a man has practised the virtues. We are not so bold as to say 
that anyone has achieved this without experience of evil thoughts, for in 
such a case he would not be clad with a body. For until death we cannot 
dare to say that our nature is not warred upon or harmed. And by 
experience of evil thoughts, I mean not to submit to them but to make a 
beginning to struggle with them.” Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 3, 20; Cf. 
Hansbury, tr., St. Isaac of Nineveh on Ascetical Life, 3/11, 50. 

'BCf Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 3, 21; Wensinck, tr., Bar 
Hebraeus’s Book of the Dove, LXXVIII; Brock, “The Prayer of the Heart in 
Syriac Tradition,” 44. 

* Isaac states: “Now if the mind, on the one hand, is a little dil- 
igent in reading the divine Scriptures and toils a little in fasting, vigil, and 
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According to the Syriac tradition the disposition of the 
constant loving awareness of God is stemming from this purity 
of heart.'”° In the Greek spirituality too, the purity of heart is 
the capacity of soul and body to be transformed by divine 
love.'°° According to Origen the soul begins to see and 
understands God through this purity of the heart. As it grows 
in perfection, contemplation and understanding of God are to 
be considered as its food itself.'°’ It is the fundamental to 
attaining the perfection, since it is through growth in purity 
that we come to participate in the purity of God Himself.'™* 


Isaac asserts that if one holds a pure heart, God will 
raise him up to the summit and makes him wise according to 
His will and gives him the privilege to receive perfection.'” 


stillness, it will forget its former activity and will become pure, as long as it 
abstains from alien concerns. Even so its purity will not be permanent, for 
just as it is quickly cleansed, so too it is quickly soiled. But the heart, on 
the other hand, is only made pure by many afflictions, deprivations, 
separation from all fellowship with the world, and deadness to all things. 
Once it is purified, however, its purity is not soiled by little things, nor is it 
dismayed by great and open conflicts (I mean dreadful ones), in as much as 
it has acquired, as it were, a strong stomach capable of quickly digesting all 
the food that is indigestible to those who are weak. For so it is said among 
the physicians, that all meat is difficult to digest, but it produces great 
strength in healthy bodies when a strong stomach takes it. Even so, any 
purity that comes quickly, with little time and slight labour, is also quickly 
lost and defiled. But the purity that comes through many afflictions and is 
acquired over a long period of time in the soul’s superior part is not 
endangered by any moderate assault.” Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 3, 21- 
22: 

*°° Cf. Brock, “The Prayer of the Heart in Syriac Tradition,” 141. 

aie Corrigan, Evagrius and Gregory, 65. 

'"? Cf. Origen, De Principiis, 2/11, 153. 

*°8 Cf. Boersma, “Becoming Human in the Face of God,” 150; 
Colless, “Syriac Mysticism,” 184. 

'0° Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 6, 62. 
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Thus he will be able to respond to the love of God by his 
perfect human love. He can behold the Lord always, and his 
meditation upon God drives away the demons from himself 
and uproots the seed of their wickedness.''® There is heaven 
within him whose heart is pure. There “will see both the 
angels in their light and their Master with them and in 
them.”''' His soul shines more brightly than the sun and is 
gladdened at every moment by the contemplation of divine 
mysteries. He can experience the hidden Jerusalem and the 
Kingdom of God within him. He will be in perfect love, the 
total response to the love of God, and be received by God to 
encounter with Him in His glory.''” 


2.2. Practising the Virtues 


Virtue is the fulfilling of God’s laws and is called the 
‘guardian of the law of God.’''® The Scripture says about the 


0 Cf Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 15, 84. 

'll Tgaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 15, 84. Isaac is in line with the 
tradition of the Church, that is, angels are ‘lights from the Light’ and are 
experienced and encountered as beings full of light. Cf Seppdld, 
“Angelology of St. Isaac the Syrian,” 98. 

'!? Description of Isaac: “The sun that shines within him is the 
light of the Holy Trinity. The air that the denizens of this realm breathe is 
the comforting and All-holy Spirit. And those who make their abode with 
him are the holy and incorporeal natures. Christ, the Light of the Father’s 
light, is their life, joy, and happiness. Such a man is gladdened at all times 
by the divine vision of his soul, and he is enthralled by his own beauty 
which is truly a hundredfold more resplendent than the brilliance of the sun 
itself. This is Jerusalem and the Kingdom of God, which is hidden within 
us, as the Lord says. This realm is a cloud of God’s glory into which only 
the pure of heart may enter to behold the countenance of their Master and to 
have their intellects illumined by the ray of His light.” Isaac, The Ascetical 
Homilies, 15, 85-86. 

3 Cf Brock, tr., The Second Part, 17/3, 92. Brock, ed., The 
Second Part, 17/3, 81. 
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persons who cultivate virtues: “No evil shall befall you, no 
scourge come near your tent. For, He will command His 
angels concerning you to guard you in all your ways. On their 
hands, they will bear you up” (Ps 91, 10-12).''* Isaac says, 
“Practice the work of virtue in your soul and do not concern 
yourself with futile matters. Always lay bare your weakness 
before God, and you will never be put to the test by aliens 
when you are found alone, distant from your Helper.”''” 


Virtue is the natural health of the soul, and it should be 
kept pure from the attack of illness caused by worldly 
passions.''® Without attaining perfection in virtues, no man 
can acquire purity, which is the requirement for perfect love.''” 
All the virtues are important, and one becomes the mother of 
the other. Hence, Isaac says, “Every virtue is the mother of a 
second. If, then, you abandon the mother which gives birth to 
the virtues and go out to seek the daughters before you have 
acquired their mother, those virtues will be vipers to your soul, 
and if you do not hurl them away from you, speedily you will 


momar rial so ral, mMiml ,aeia ala. mohas wars raga yaol LAL pir’ 
eral as masa jlmaz Gulur’ hain .haiktun oo yo oles 
Here, Isaac refers Evagrius. Evagrius says that the observant intellect is 
the dog, guarding God’s Law, chasing away evil thoughts through the 
stirring up of zeal. Evagrius, Supplement to Kephalaia Gnostica, 10. 

"4 Cf. Brock, tr., The Second Part, 17/7, 93. 

"lS Tsaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 2, 12. 

''6 Virtue is the natural health of the soul, and then Isaac says that 
the passions are an illness of the soul which befalls and invades her nature 
and despoils her proper health. In every nature health is antecedent to any 
disease which might befall it. And he says, “If this be so, then by necessity 
virtue is in the soul naturally, but that which is an accident is external to her 
nature. For it is impossible that something which is prior should not be 
natural.” Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 3, 18-19. 

"7 Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 34, 157. 
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die.”''® Isaac here emphasizes the importance of virtues in 
early Christian spirituality. It highlights the practice of virtue 
as a participation in the very Person of Jesus Christ. All the 
virtues are interconnected and forms a spiritual chain 
relationship. Virtue in general and each virtue in particular are 
the divine person of Jesus Christ, the love. That is, all virtues, 
which are recommended for the purification of the soul, lead to 
the love of God and all in turn are the manifestations of love.'!” 
However Isaac claims that no virtue can be accomplished 
without the zeal, a faculty which is placed in us by God.'”° 


Virtue is the house of knowledge which leads to divine 
revelations and thereby perfect love.'”! Isaac asserts: “If 


"8 Tsaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 34, 157. 

™ Cf. Crouzel, Origen, 98; Macarius, Primitive Morality, 40, 418; 
Plested, The Macarian Legacy, 41; Kuzhuppil, “Toward a Heavenly Mode 
of Living,” 34; Dunn, The Emergence of Monasticism, 22. 

'° Tsaac explains: “In the beginning of its movement, every 
impulse of a desire of good is accompanied by certain zeal, similar to the 
coals of fire in its fervent heat. Such zeal usually encompasses this impulse 
of love of good and chases away from it every opposition, obstacle, and 
barrier that might appear. For this zeal possesses great strength and 
unspeakable power to shield the soul at every moment from slackness and 
from the fear of the onslaughts of every tribulation. The first impulse is, 
then, the force of the holy desire implanted naturally in the nature of the 
soul. But zeal is the impulse set a stir by the incensive faculty that resides 
in the soul. This faculty is placed in us by God for our profit so as to 
safeguard the boundaries of her nature, and to send forth the impulse of her 
vehemence for the fulfilling of her natural desire, which is virtue. Without 
this impulse, virtue cannot be accomplished, and it is called zeal. For it is 
zeal that stimulates, makes zealous, kindles, and strengthens a man at times 
and seasons to shun the flesh in the afflictions and fearful trials that 
confront him, to surrender his soul frequently to death and for the sake of 
accomplishing that thing which his soul greatly desires, to withstand the 
powers of rebellion.” Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 55, 273-274. 

'21 Cf Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 2, 14. 
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someone who is diligent in virtue should be tempted in some 
sin, then mercy is undoubtedly near him to cleanse him.”!” 
He adds, “‘Ascetical endeavour is the mother of sanctification. 
From sanctification, the first taste of the perception of Christ’s 
mysteries is born, which is called the first stage of spiritual 
knowledge.”'** As a zealous person in the matter of love, 
Isaac describes different virtues and ascetical practices in his 
writings. They are various means which lead to the perfect 
human response to the love of God, and hence, will be seen in 
detail. 


2.2.1. Silence and Stillness 


The Syriac word rie is used to denote stillness or 
silence. It derives from ,\e which means ‘to quiet,’ ‘calm,’ 
‘still,’ ‘to reduce to silence’ and so on.'** The Greek word 
hesychia (novyia) also denotes the same. It signifies 
concentration combined with inward tranquility. It is not 
merely the absence of speech and outward activity, but it 
denotes the openness of the human heart towards God’s 
love.'?° Silence leads us to ‘The Silence.’'*° Isaac records, “If 


2 Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 9, 71. 

3 Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 36, 160. 

** Cf. Smith, ed., A Compendious Syriac Dictionary, 580. stillness 
— Selyd/ré\z. (Ax). Evagrius uses the Greek word hesychia (yovyia) to refer 
stillness. Cf. Sinkewiez, tr., Evagrius of Pontus, 1. 

°° Cf. Ware, The Orthodox Way, 163. 

°° According to the Patristic tradition God is ‘The Silence.’ John 
the Solitary says: “For God is Silence, and in silence He is sung” am rohz. 
stam rosso role’ ux. John the Solitary, On Prayer, 4, 90. He 
attributes the Silence as God. In him we can see ‘the silence for all.’ He 
explains: “Thus there is a silence of the tongue, there is a silence of the 
whole body, there is the silence of the soul, there is the silence of the mind, 
and there is the silence of the spirit. The silence of the tongue is merely 
when it is not incited to evil speech; the silence of the entire body is when 
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you love the truth, love silence. This will make you illumined 
in God like the sun and will deliver you from the illusions of 
ignorance. Silence unites you to God Himself.”'*’ He adds, 
“Love silence above all things, because it brings you near to 
fruit that the tongue cannot express. Let us force ourselves 
first to be silent, and then from out of this silence something is 
born that leads us into silence itself.”'’* With amazing Isaac 
says that if one begins with this discipline, tremendous light 
will dawn upon him from this. The sweetness which arises 
from practising this discipline leads the soul towards stillness. 
That is, silence is an aid to stillness.'*’ Isaac demands greater 
weight to this silence than all the works of this discipline. 
When a person moves towards silence, he actually draws near 
to perfection. '*° 


all its senses are unoccupied; the silence of the soul is when there are no 
ugly thoughts bursting forth within it; the silence of the mind is when it is 
not reflecting on any harmful knowledge or wisdom; the silence of the spirit 
is when the mind ceases even from stirrings caused by created spiritual 
beings and all its movements are stirred solely by Being, at the wondrous 
awe of the silence which surrounds Being.” Brock, tr., “John the Solitary, 
On Prayer,” 99. 

'27 Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 64, 307. “Without outward 
silence of tongue, senses, and thoughts, one cannot achieve inward stillness 
of mind. So ‘the silence for all’ becomes the first law of the spiritual life. 
Without this a person is unable, not only to reach the state of perfection, but 
even to begin on his pathway to God.” Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of 
Isaac the Syrian, 81. 

Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 64, 310; Cf. Merton, 
Contemplative Prayer, 30. Alfeyev, The Mystery of Faith, 171. 

” Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 64, 310; Isaac, Mystic 
Treatises, 65, 302-303; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione 
Religiosa, 350-352; Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 78. 

'3° Tsaac claims: “A multitude of tears is born to us in this 
discipline through a wonderful divine vision of something that the heart 
distinctly perceives, sometimes with pain, sometimes with amazement. For 
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Isaac requests us to love silence and stillness until the 
world is made to die in our heart.'*' This will enable us to 
communicate through the eyes of our souls. Isaac seems this 
way of communication superior to communication through the 
bodily eyes. He claims: 


The man who is conscious of his sins is greater than he who 
profits the whole world by the sight of his countenance. The 
man who sighs over his soul for but one hour is greater than 
he who raises the dead by his prayer while dwelling amid 
many men. The man who is deemed worthy to see himself is 
greater than he who is deemed worthy to see the angels, for 
the latter, has communion through his bodily eyes, but the 
former through the eyes of his soul.” 


the heart humbles herself and becomes like a tiny babe, and as soon as she 
begins to pray, tears flow forth in advance of her prayer. Great is the man 
who by the patience of his members achieves wondrous habits in his soul! 
When you put all the works of this discipline on one side and silence on the 
other, you will find the latter to be greater in weight. The admonitions of 
the Fathers are many. When a man draws near silence, the keeping of these 
is superfluous for him, and works themselves become superfluous; he is 
found to have gone beyond them, for he has approached perfection.” Isaac, 
The Ascetical Homilies, 64, 310; Cf. French, tr., The Way of a Pilgrim and 
the Pilgrim Continues His Way, 245; Bitton, “Reduced to a State of 
Silence,” 171; Pentkovsky, ed., The Pilgrim’s Tale, 213. 

'3! Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 64, 317. 

'S2 Tsaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 64, 317; Cf. Nouwen, A Cry for 
Mercy, 61. The ‘eye of the soul’ is ‘the luminous outpoured rays of the 
divine nature’ in our hearts. According to the Patristic spirituality, we see 
and know God through this inner eye of the soul. Cf. Boersma, “Becoming 
Human in the Face of God,” 138; Jeffrey, ed. & tr., The Law of Love, 143; 
Fleming, ed., The Fire and the Cloud, 43. 
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Stillness is the mother of repentance.'*’ It helps us to 


converse with God and thereby repentance. Outside of 
stillness the completion of repentance is impossible. Those 
who love stillness, Isaac says, for its sake “take pleasure in the 
small physical discomforts, harsh reproaches, and injustices 
endured.”'** The ardent love of stillness is a constant 
expectation of death and whoever enters into stillness dies 
themselves for God’s sake and lives in God and thereby 
fulfilling their lives.'*° Hence Isaac wishes that we all must be 
kept on into the unfathomable deep of the ocean of stillness 
until we discover the pearl, the love of God.'*° 


Jesus, our Lord, himself honoured and loved stillness at 
all times (Cf. Mt 14, 23; Mk 6, 31; Mt 14, 13; Mt 14, 23). He 
drew Himself away from people and remained in stillness.'*’ 


'3 The positive and fundamental meaning of repentance is the 
conversion or turning of one’s whole life towards God. Cf. Palmer, Ware 
and Sherrard, trs., Philokalia, Vol. 1, 1141. 

'4 Tsaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 64, 316. 

'35 Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 64, 316. Stillness is a stage of 
transition from active towards contemplative asceticism. That is, the person 
in this stage has gone from bodily works to prayer. Cf. Dionysius, “Isaac 
the Syrian and Symeon the New Theologian as Teachers of Stillness,” 213. 

'86 Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 65, 319. Ephrem also 
mentions ‘pearl’ as the Son, the love of God. In Ephrem this term has 
different meanings such as Kingdom, faith, Christ, His Virgin Birth, His 
crucifixion etc. The one meaning does not exclude the other meanings. That 
is, the pearl serves as different aspects of ‘Truth.’ Cf. Ephrem, Hymns on 
Faith, 81-85; Brock, The Luminous Eye, 58; Mathews, tr., St. Ephrem the 
Syrian, 54; Brock, “Mary and the Eucharist,” 36; Bitton, “Reduced to a 
State of Silence,” 171. 

7 Isaac writes: “He carried out this solitary converse with God. 
This (converse) which the heavenly ranks alone possess, was also made 
known to human beings in the Son of God who came down to their abode 
and indicated to them concerning the ministry of invisible beings, whose 
task is that they should be stirred by praises of God in that great stillness 
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Isaac suggests all of us to follow the model of Jesus and he 
asserts, “A person who has stillness and the converse of 
knowledge will easily and quickly arrive at the love of God, 
and with the love of God he will draw close to perfect love of 
fellow human beings.”'** He teaches accurately: “Just as there 
is nothing which resembles God, so there is no ministry or 
work which resembles converse with God in stillness.”!*’ 


Total abandonment of the world is a requirement for 
attaining perfect stillness. Enlightening words of Isaac: “This 
is the definition of stillness: silence to all things. If in stillness 
you are found full of turbulence, and you disturb your body by 
the work of your hands and your soul with cares, then judge for 
yourself what sort of stillness you are practising, being con- 


which is spread over their world, so that, resulting from these (praises) they 
might be raised up in contemplation towards that glorious Nature of the 
Trinity, and remain in wonder at the vision of the majesty of that ineffable 
glory.” Brock, tr., The Second Part, 12/1, 63-64. solitary converse — 
‘enyand Ihitddyd/mésros\ eur (S3em\ was). Cf. Brock, ed., The Second 
Part, 12/1, 53-54. 
Sadia oot’ jouls uta. rAX WI im woe! jana Reto ps Ram Jas 
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8 Brock, tr., The Second Part, 10/33, 49. converse of knowledge 
- ‘enydna d-ida ‘ata! Mus evan (isaea wus). Cf Brock, ed., The Second 
Part, 10/33, 40. 
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'° Brock, tr., The Second Part, 30/1, 134. converse with God - 
‘enyana d-‘am GlGha/ mus oes rn (282 wha was). Cf. Brock, ed., The 
Second Part, 30/1, 122. 
Worl’ joann rts jonas ada einlaa kal tag . ol joan kala tr’ 
orales 
aa 


Human Response to the Love of God 


cerned over many things in order to please God! For it is 
ridiculous for us to speak of achieving stillness if we do not 
abandon all things and separate ourselves from every care.”"*° 
Isaac stresses the power of stillness and says, “Stillness 
mortifies the outward senses and resurrects the inward move- 
ments, whereas an outward manner of life does the opposite, 
that is, it resurrects the outward senses and deadens the inward 
movements.” '“' Every man who loves God loves a calm and 
quiet life. It is impossible for a man who wanders about to 
preserve the truth unpolluted in his soul.'*” When we reach the 
realm of stillness, we are actually fulfilling the love 
commandment of Jesus - the love of God and love of 
neighbour (Cf. Mt 22, 37-40) and which results in perfect 
human response. '*° 


'40 Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 21, 112; Cf. Isaac, Mystic 
Treatises, 18, 104-105; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione 
Religiosa, 154; Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 77. 
v2 iio Haka 120) wads oa, ots PERE) Bed wh ag Wolte :ohso waz 
Si ua Bivea Ak cands chi andi wgsd gr ids S5e29 Kuda aoe 
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Musies Udia Tans 732 i3\qma Boia wots 2345 etx mh idzoks 
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'4! Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 37, 175; Cf. Sinkewiez, tr., 
Evagrius of Pontus, 40; Dionysius, “Isaac the Syrian and Symeon the New 
Theologian as Teachers of Stillness,” 216. 

> Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 64, 307; Alfeyev, The 
Mystery of Faith, 173. 

Isaac explains the way how stillness helps to fulfill the love 
commandment of Jesus. “Experience is the teacher of all,” says Isaac and 
he records: “The commandment that says, ‘Thou shalt love the Lord thy 
God with all thy heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy mind,’ more 
than the world, nature, and all that pertains thereto, is fulfilled when you 
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2.2.2. Humility 


Humility is considered as the mother of all other virtues 
by the Eastern Church Fathers, both Greek and Syriac.'* 
Macarius says that the virtue of humility is the sign of 
Christianity and the foundation of the way to God.'* Isaac 
considered humility as the garment of divinity. Jesus put it on 
when He descended from heaven. It ascends everyone who 
puts it on to the likeness of Jesus.'*° Humility is a divine 
power and is acquired through prayer. Isaac writes, “Humility 
is a power which cannot be described by the tongue, nor can it 
be acquired by human power; rather, it is given in prayer to 
whomsoever it may be given, and it is received amidst vigils 


patiently endure in your stillness. And the commandment that speaks of the 
love of neighbour is included within the former. Do you wish to acquire in 
your soul the love of your neighbour according to the commandment of the 
Gospel? Separate yourself from him, and then the heat and flame of the 
love of him will burn in you and you will rejoice over the sight of his 
countenance as though you beheld an angel of light. Isaac, The Ascetical 
Homilies, 44, 220; Cf. Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 41, 208-209; Bedjan, Mar 
Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 312-313. 

'4 Cf. Spidlik, The Spirituality of the Christian East, 88; Mansour, 
“Humility According to St. Isaac of Nineveh,” 182; Duca, “Changes 
Happen to Every Person, just as in the Air,” 118. The adverb w= in Syriac 
means ‘humbly,’ ‘in lowliness or humiliation,’ ‘submissively,’ ‘meekly,’ 
‘gently’ etc. The word used for humility is Whassasx (makkikiitd). Cf. 
Smith, ed., A Compendious Syriac Dictionary, 271. The Syriac term rasan 
(mukaka) also indicate the process of ‘lowering,’ the process of ‘being 
made humble’ and ‘humility’ itself. Cf. Duca, “Changes Happen to Every 
Person, just as in the Air,” n. 28, 124. 

'45 Cf. Macarius, Fifty Spiritual Homilies, 15/37, 124; 27/23, 212. 

'46 Cf. Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 82, 384; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus 
Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 574; Hagman, The Asceticism of Isaac 
of Nineveh, 193; Clément, The Roots of Christian Mysticism, 154; Brock, 
“St. Isaac of Nineveh and Syriac Spirituality,” 105; Brock, “Isaac the 
Syrian,” 996. 
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consisting of supplications and fervent entreaties.”'*’ It is a 


mysterious power, which is received by the perfect saints when 
they have reached the accomplishment of behaviour. In other 
words, it is granted to those who, by the power of Grace, have 
personally accomplished the whole of excellence.'** In 
Evagrian spirituality there is an inter-connection between 
humility and perfection. That is, the perfect love can be 
realized through the practice of humility.'*” Imbibing from this 
Isaac also considers perfection itself as humility. He asserts, 
“What is perfection? It is profound humility, which is the 
abandoning of everything visible and invisible: by visible (1 
mean that one abandons) all things perceived by the senses and 
by invisible (J mean that one abandons) all thought concerning 
them.” 


Humility is a virtue which comprises everything, 
especially love and compassion as God’s own model. It 
expresses honour, respect and fervent love towards one’s own 
neighbour and thereby establishes his own gentleness and 


'47 Brock, tr., The Second Part, 27/3, 126; Brock, ed., The Second 
Part, 27/3, 115-116. 
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'48 Tsaac, Mystic Treatises, 82, 387; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita 
De Perfectione Religiosa, 57; Cf. Brock, Spirituality in Syriac Tradition, 
87; Mansour, “Humility According to St. Isaac of Nineveh,” 182. 

“° Cf. Sinkewiez, tr., Evagrius of Pontus, 191; Beggiani, “The 
Incarnational Theology and Spirituality of John the Solitary of Apamea,” 
409. 

'0 Tsaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 71, 344; Cf. Florensky, The 
Pillar and Ground of the Truth, 228; Fleming, ed., The Fire and the Cloud, 
77; Kadloubovsky and Palmer, trs., Writings from the Philokalia on Prayer 
of the Heart, 219. 
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humbleness. After all, it has a healing effect too.'°' It is an 


inner virtue which demands the real presence of love and 
knowledge. It conveys meekness and kindness towards those 
who provoke.'°* True humility enables us to see people from 


'S! Tsaac portraits this face of humility: “Compel thyself to show 
honour to thy fellow man, when thou meetest him; and kiss his hand and his 
foot, and warm thy heart with love unto him, piously. And take his hands 
several times and place them upon thy eyes and caress them with great 
honour. And attribute to his person beautiful things, that do not belong to 
him. And also, when he is absent, speak about him fine and beautiful things 
and call him by several honourable names. By these things and the like, 
thou compellest him not only unto the desire of beautiful things, since he 
will be ashamed of the renown, thou imputest him without his deserving it 
and so thou wilt be able to sow in him the seed of excellent things, but by 
means of these habits and the like to which thou accustomest thyself, thou 
wilt found in thyself peaceful and humble customs and be liberated from 
many severe struggles, against which others learn to guard themselves by 
steady works. And not only this but if he, who receives these honours from 
thee, has any shortcoming or fault of will, he will easily acquire from thee 
healing, if thou lettest him clearly perceive [it] but for an instant only; for he 
will be ashamed because of the honour shown to him and because of the 
sign of love he constantly perceives in thee.” Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 5, 54; 
Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 79-80; Brock, “St. 
Isaac of Nineveh (St. Isaac the Syrian),” 120. 

'S? Tsaac’s voicing on this attitude of humility: “This be thy aim 
regarding all men. And when thou become angry at anyone and zealous for 
the sake of faith, or on account of his evil works, or thou reprehendest and 
vituperatest him, then be cautious. We all have a just judge in heaven. But 
if thou art merciful and seekest to turn him unto the truth, thou hast to suffer 
for him. And with tears and in love thou must speak to him without being 
enraged against him, effacing all sign of hostility from thy face. Love does 
not know how to be angry; it is not indignant; it does not despise so as to 
cause suffering. Wherever the sign of love and knowledge is present, it is 
profound humility rising from the inner mind.” Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 5, 
55; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 80. 
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the perspective of God’s own boundless compassion. It makes 
us to look to a person’s potentiality, rather than his actual 
moral condition.'*?> Hence Isaac amazes, “Blessed is he that 
has acquired it, for he at all times embraces Jesus’ bosom.”!™* 
Even animals can sense this sort of genuine humility. At the 
sight of a humble person, their ferocity will calm and they will 
approach him as he is their own master. Isaac’s assertion: 


The humble approaches the beasts of prey and as soon as 
their eye rests on him, their wildness is tamed and they come 
to him and accompany him as their master, wagging their 
tails and licking his hands and his feet. For they smell from 
him the smell which spread from Adam before his 
transgression, when the beasts gathered near him and he 
gave them names, in Paradise - the smell which was taken 
from us and given back to us anew by Christ through His 
advent, which made the smell of the human race sweet.'» 
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wfo M iisdde Lf Ged Ug UW Ben Bagdd p xding ihenaes) 
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Cf. Budge, tr., The Book of Paradise, Vol. 2, 971-972. 
'S3 Cf. Brock, Spirituality in Syriac Tradition, 88. 
nas Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 82, 388; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita 
De Perfectione Religiosa, 580. 
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'S5 Tsaac, Mystic Treatises, 82/577, 386; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus 
Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 577. 
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The person who has acquired humility in his heart is 
dead to this world.'*° He prefers self-collecting within himself 
by being alone in stillness, separated from all creation, and 
taking heed to himself in a silent place. He desires to be 
unoccupied and free of the cares and the chaos of the things of 
this world. At all times he is found to be tranquil, gentle, 
peaceful, modest, and reverent.'°’ Humility always maintains a 
submissive mind towards God, and it makes happen the 
revelation of divine mysteries which results in perfect love. 
God, out of His mercy, opens the gate of His mysteries to the 


Cf. Brock, Spirituality in Syriac Tradition, 88; Clément, The Roots of 
Christian Mysticism, 224; Mansour, “Humility according to Isaac of 
Nineveh,” 186. 

'S6 Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 51, 244. 

'S7 Isaac describes the traits of a humble man: “A humble man is 
never rash, hasty, or perturbed, never has any hot and volatile thoughts, but 
at all times remains calm.... Not every quiet man is humble, but every 
humble man is quiet.... The humble man is always at rest, because there is 
nothing which can agitate or shake his mind. Just as no one can frighten a 
mountain, so the mind of a humble man cannot be frightened. If it be 
permissible and not incongruous, I should say that the humble man is not of 
this world. For he is not troubled and altered by sorrows, nor amazed and 
enthused by joys, but all his gladness and his real rejoicing are in the things 
of his Master. Humility is accompanied by modesty and self-collectedness: 
that is, chastity of the senses; a moderated voice; mean speech; self- 
belittlement; poor raiment; a gait that is not pompous; a gaze directed 
toward the earth; superabundant mercy; easily flowing tears; a solitary soul; 
a contrite heart; imperturbability to anger; un-distracted senses; few 
possessions; moderation in every need; endurance; patience; fearlessness; 
manliness of heart born of a hatred for this temporal life; patient endurance 
of trials; deliberations that are ponderous, not light; extinction of thoughts; 
guarding of the mysteries of chastity; modesty; reverence; and above all, 
continually to be still and always to claim ignorance.” Isaac, The Ascetical 
Homilies, 71, 348-349; Cf. Hagman, The Asceticism of Isaac of Nineveh, 
190-192. 
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humble.'* A humble man, who is hidden, locked away and 
withdrawn from the world remains wholly with his Lord.’® 
Grace accompanies the humble, and he always receives mercy 
from God.'® Humility adorns his soul with chastity, and it 
helps him to attain divine vision by means of continual self- 
control. It moves him to glorify God by responding to His love 
by his perfect human love.'®' Isaac claims, “Be contemptible 
in your own eyes, and you will see the glory of God in 
yourself. For where humility burgeons, there God’s glory 
wells forth. If you strive to be slighted openly by all men, God 
will cause you to be glorified. If you have humility in your 
heart, then in your heart, God will show you His glory.”'™ 
Humility collects the heart and protects it from wandering. 
That is, if the heart is not humbled, it continues wandering. '®? 
But a person becomes humble, divine mercy encircles him at 
once. This makes him aware of divine help, and he begins to 
move by a pressure of divine power. This divine power guides 
him until he reached a state of awe at the glance of divine 
glory. 


''8 Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 71, 350. The early Fathers 
considers humility as the gateway to God. Cf. Chadwick, ed., Western 
Asceticism, 161. 

'S? Cf Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 71, 348. 

'©0 Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 5, 50; Isaac, The Ascetical 
Homilies, 8, 229. 

'6l Cf Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 4, 31-32. 

'©2 Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 5, 50. 

'©3 Cf Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 8, 67. 

'4 Tsaac illustrates: “When a man becomes humble, at once mercy 
encircles him, and then his heart is aware of Divine help, because it finds a 
certain power and assurance moving in itself. And when a man perceives 
the coming of Divine help, and that it is this which aids him, then at once 
his heart is filled with faith, and he understands from this that prayer is the 
refuge of help, a source of salvation, a treasury of assurance, a haven that 
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Humility leads towards purity in prayer.'® It is in 
prayer that we receive the true knowledge of the divine 
mysteries. Isaac asserts true knowledge itself as a fountain of 
humility.'°° Humility makes man a God on the earth.'*” That 
is, humility leads to perfection.'** As Evagrius says it “leads to 
the height of divine love.”’™ It makes all the services of man 
perfect. The works of all the saints were rooted in humility. 
So, Isaac claims the necessity of humility: 


Without humility the service of man cannot be sealed: the 
seal of the spirit has not yet been placed on the charter of his 


rescues from the tempest, a light to those who are in darkness, a staff of the 
infirm, a shelter in time of temptations, a medicine at the height of sickness, 
a shield of deliverance in war, an arrow sharpened against the face of his 
enemies, and, to speak simply: the entire multitude of these good things is 
found to have its entrance through prayer. From this time forward he revels 
in the prayer of faith, his heart glistens with clear assurance, and does not 
continue in its former blindness and the mere speech of the tongue. When 
he thus perceives these things, he will acquire prayer in his soul, like some 
treasure. And from his great gladness the form of prayer is turned into 
shouts of thanksgiving.... For at that moment a man does not pray with 
labour and weariness (as in the rest of his prayer, which is prayed before the 
experiencing of this grace), and because his heart is full of joy and wonder, 
it continually wells up motions of confession and gratitude while he silently 
bows the knee. Nay, [from his vehement inner ardour,] since he is very 
greatly moved by astonishment at this comprehension of God’s graces, he 
suddenly raises his voice in praise and glorification of Him, and sends up 
thanksgiving; and he moves his tongue while being held with great awe.” 
Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 8, 68; Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 6, 71; Bedjan, 
Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 105. 
®° Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 57, 281. 
°° Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 64, 306. 
®” Cf. Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 6, 64; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita 
De Perfectione Religiosa, 95. 
%8 Cf. Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 6, 73; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita 
De Perfectione Religiosa, 108. 
°° Evagrius, Excerpts, 69, 179. 
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freedom, he is still a slave and his service cannot be 
established without his being made humble, neither can he 
acquire wisdom without temptations, neither can he reach 
humility without wisdom. Therefore God necessarily sends 
the saints things which cause humility and brokenness of 
heart and passionate prayer without distraction. '”” 


Humility, which abides in the human persons, has a 
significant role in the human response to the love of God. 

The enhancement of the love of God and thereby, the 
spiritual joy happens through humility. Articulation of Isaac: 
“In accordance with thy humility will be given thee endurance 
in thy distress; and in accordance with thy endurance its weight 
will be lightened from thy soul which will be consoled in its 
troubles; and in accordance with the consolation of thy soul, 
thy love in God will increase; and in accordance with thy love 
thy spiritual joy will increase.”'’' He proposes, “Therefore, 
with great lamentation raise your voice to God and beg for 
humility. Fill your mouth with weeping and sprinkle dust on 
your head. Do not rise from the earth, nor lift your head from 
the ground, until God has had pity on you and caused you by 


'7 Tsaac, Mystic Treatises, 6, 73. Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De 
Perfectione Religiosa, 108. 
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'"! Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 39, 202; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita 
De Perfectione Religiosa, 302- 303. 
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Humility is one of the chief attitudes of heart which enables a person to 
love. Cf. Bondi, To Love as God Loves, 57. 
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death to pass away from this life, or He has shown you mercy 
and given you humility.”!” 


2.2.3. Repentance 


Repentance has given to human beings as a grace 
beyond grace. It is a second birth in God. That of which we 
have received by Baptism, we receive by means of repentance. 
Repentance is the door of mercy, and through this doorway, we 
enter into the mercy of God.'” Isaac says, “Repentance is a 
second grace; it is born in the heart from faith and fear. Fear is 
the paternal rod which guides us up to the spiritual Eden.”'”* 
This world is an ocean, and we have to cross this ocean to 
reach the divine love. Repentance, which is the ship and fear, 
the pilot help us to cross over the sea of this world to God.'”° 


'? Tsaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 57, 284. 

' Tn order to receive God’s mercy, Isaac says that during every 
moment of the twenty four hours of the day we stand in need of repentance. 
Cf. Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 43, 210; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De 
Perfectione Religiosa, 315; Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 46, 223; Brock, 
Spirituality in Syriac Tradition, 137; Isaac, Discours Ascétiques , 72/2, 449; 
Lossky, The Mystical Theology of the Eastern Church, 204; Ware, “The 
Orthodox Experience of Repentance,” 19. 

we Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 43, 210; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita 
De Perfectione Religiosa, 315. 
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Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 46, 223; Salvestroni, “Isaac of Nineveh 
and Dostoyevsky’s Work,” 255. 
> Isaac illustrates: “As it is not possible to cross over the great 
ocean without a ship, so no one can attain to love without fear. This foetid 
sea, which lies between us and the noetic paradise, we may cross by the 
boat of repentance, whose oarsmen are those of fear. But if fear’s oarsmen 
do not pilot the barque of repentance whereby we cross over the sea of this 
world to God, we shall be drowned in the foetid abyss. Repentance is the 
ship and fear is the pilot; love is the divine haven. Thus, fear sets us in the 
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By repentance, we receive the gift of spiritual 
knowledge, which is given for the service of the fear of God. 
This spiritual knowledge is the apperception of the hidden 
things. When a man perceives these hidden things, his faith 
becomes the faith of sight.'’° To reach love, Isaac points out 
that one has to climb higher to the natural knowledge by means 
of repentance. When he reaches love, he leaves the domain of 
nature and strife, fear and fatigue leave him alone.'’’ That is, 
when a man is moving by repentance, he is actually migrating 
through his hope to the world to come.'”* When he progresses 
in mounting the step of repentance, God’s love illumines him 
and fills him with wonder at His governance and great care. 
Isaac expounds: 


When a man progresses in good discipline and succeeds in 
mounting the step of repentance, when he draws nigh the 


ship of repentance, transports us over the foul sea of this life (that is, of the 
world), and guides us to the divine port, which is love. Hither proceed all 
that labour and are afflicted and heavy laden in repentance. When we attain 
to love, we attain to God. Our way is ended, and we have passed unto the 
isle that lies beyond the world, where is the Father, and the Son, and the 
Holy Spirit, to Whom be glory and dominion, and may He make us worthy 
of His glory and His love through the fear of Him.” Isaac, The Ascetical 
Homilies, 46, 224-225; Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 43, 212; Bedjan, Mar 
Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 317; Alfeyev, The Spiritual 
World of Isaac the Syrian, 131. 
aoe wagsa8G Lo oa mo 08 Eb dG Ben 98k ag pe bts 
19g Sho A Baan aah 2 dag udah ok quia isin ahestod sents 
Ws ER SaGAw rahi gah Bo BANS. AAA dns ada 19h c2hening 242 
okh dasa ‘tama ahaa PREC ve doa aka 1 OLndad wana De 

6 Cf. Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 43, 214; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus 
Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 320. 

"1 Cf. Tsaac, Mystic Treatises, 43, 214; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus 
Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 321. 

8 Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 64, 316. 
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experience of the divine vision, that results from his 
righteous works, and when a gift from on high descends 
upon him that he may taste the sweetness of spiritual 
knowledge, a second activity after the first will arise. 
Firstly, he becomes certain of God’s providence for every 
man, he is illumined by His love for creation, and he is filled 
with wonder at His governance of rational beings and at His 
great care for them. This is the beginning of the sweetness 
of God and the fire of His love, which is kindled in the heart 
and consumes the passions of the soul and body.'” 


Repentance is a medicine, which God provides for 
everyone. This medicine is strong enough to wash away any 
stains at any time. God opens to all the possibility to enter the 
Kingdom of heaven through this medicine. Voicing of Isaac: 


Because God knew with that compassionate knowledge of 
His that if a genuine righteousness were required of human 
beings, then only one in ten thousand would be found who 
could enter the Kingdom of heaven, accordingly He 
provided them instead with a medicine suitable for everyone, 
namely repentance, so that every day and every moment 
there would be available to them an opportunity for them 
easily to be put in the right by means of the strength of this 
medicine: through compunction (they would be able) to 
wash away from themselves at any time every stain that they 


' Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 49, 239. The term ‘fire’ is used 
by many Christian spiritual writers to denote the flame of divine love as the 
Holy Spirit, highest stages of contemplative prayer, divine love, divine 
presence, transcendence and holiness of God, transformation through 
purification etc. True repentance opens to man the unlimited love of God. 
Cf. Egan, “Fire,” 151-152; Barsky, “Adam in the Third Volume of Isaac the 
Syrian,” 122. 
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might incur; (they would be able) to be renewed each day 
through repentance. '*° 


God grants a humble and a sorrowing heart to the 
repentant.'*' He provides this for the sake of our everlasting 
life. For, He wishes that we should be renewed each day with 
a virtuous change of will and with a renewal of mind.'*” Isaac 
says that God forgives to the repentant immediately and 
without any hesitation.'** Repentance is an excellent virtue 
which is begun from sincere humility and is completed by an 
ardent love, and therefore, it should be continued until death. '*4 


'80 Brock, tr., The Second Part, 40/8, 176. compassionate 
knowledge - ida ‘ta da-mrahmdaniitd/~sconsimi “yo. (2hastandsoa MS); 
medicine - sammd/rnso (za). Cf. Brock, ed., The Second Part, 40/8, 165. 
hanna whakukhe ora imhameina chvus Wale am x13 ol A» 
wank Dow Wim aly .nasaesr vhaalal Amon wake ani Pde tein dsaohinn 
yurouza animal whls soak waked Cin daa pos dar hash nad Jaks tom 
EIQ A iar’ imhaa As obs amu aXsal hah 1510 wim rtaws miss 

whvaa.k 15 pola ahiwikal sama 
The Syriac tradition also emphasizes the concept of repentance as a 
medicine invented by God for the constant renewal and healing of a person. 
Cf. Aphrahat, Demonstrations, 7/2-4; Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac 
the Syrian, 129; Naduviledam, Eschatological Vision of St. Isaac the 
Syrian, 55; Hunt, “The Monk as Mourner,” 151. Ephrem also says: “Since 
the door of mercy stands open, and the hospital of Thy grace, Lord, may I 
daily behold all the sores of my wounds, and break and sprinkle upon them, 
the healing drug of repentance.” Ephrem, The Repentance of Nineveh, 
2/108-113. 

'8! Cf. Brock, tr., The Second Part, 5/3, 7. sorrowing heart - lemba 
abild/ sare ea\ (Xai 4). Cf. Brock (ed.,), The Second Part, 5/3, 5. 

'8? Cf. Brock, tr., The Second Part, 40/9, 176; Brock, tr., The 
Second Part, 10/19, 43. 

'> Cf. Brock, tr., The Second Part, 40/10, 176. 

'84 Cf Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 32, 153; Isaac, The Ascetical 
Homilies, 64, 306. 
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“Repentance is the mother of life,”'®’ says Isaac. From 


repentance, we receive the seed of life, and a keen sorrow is 
stirred in us. In our heart, it throbs the recollection of the life 
of the age to come, the expectation of the resurrection, and 
meditation upon the judgement.'*° True repentance leads to 
pure prayer - contemplative prayer in Evagrian spirituality - 
which results in perfect love.'*” Hence from the depth of his 
heart Isaac utters this prayer: 


Deem me worthy, my Lord, to behold Thy mercy in my soul 
before I depart this world, and at that hour to sense within 
me comfort along with those who in good hope have gone 
forth from this world. Open my heart, O my God, by Thy 
grace and purify me from communion with sin. Make 
smooth in my heart the path of repentance, my God and my 
Lord, my hope and my boast, my strong refuge, by Whom 
my eyes are illumined, and give me understanding through 
Thy truth. Deem me worthy, O my Lord, to taste the delight 
of the gift of repentance, whereby the soul is separated from 
the working of sin and the will of flesh and blood. Deem me 
worthy, my Lord, to taste contrition wherein the gift of pure 


'85 Tsaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 64, 305; Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 
65, 297; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 443. 
h2 oq] 2 theta 
'86 Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 64, 305; Isaac, Mystic 
Treatises, 65, 297; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 
443. 
**’ The concept of ‘pure prayer’ was still on the periphery of Syriac 
Christianity in the second half of the fourth century. It was Evagrius, who 
developed for the first time the terminology of contemplative prayer and 
labelled it as ‘pure prayer.’ Isaac provides an experiential and a fresh view 
on this concept by merging the Evagrian and Syriac traditions. Cf. Bitton, 
“The Limit of the Mind (votc),” 293-295, 319; Stewart, “Imageless Prayer 
and the Theological Vision of Evagrius Ponticus,” 186; Blum, Mysticism in 
the Syriac Tradition, 31. 
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prayer is deposited. May I attain, my Saviour, to the 
wondrous crossing whereby the soul forsakes the visible 
world and there arise in her new thoughts for entrance into 
the spiritual world, and the experience of new perceptions! '™* 


2.2.4. Abstinence and Fasting 


Self-control or abstinence is considered as one of the 
excellent virtues. This practice was very strong in early Syriac 
tradition.'*” Good fasts are like medicine which heals one’s 
body, soul and mind and leads him to life. Isaac claims: “An 
abstinent man’s way of life is dearly beloved of God.”'”? It 
wakes up the intellect to God. It secretly provides great 
strength to the body to carry out visible labours and gives light 
to the mind in hidden works.'”' Abstinence is a weapon in this 
world of the battlefield, and it affords knowledge of the 
mysteries of God.” Being the lovers of the flesh and the belly 
one cannot search out for spiritual things. Isaac claims: “A 
body suffering grave illness shuns fatty foods and abhors them; 
and likewise, a mind occupied with worldly affairs cannot ap- 


'88 Tsaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 64, 311. 

'° Cf. Ephrem, Hymns on Virginity, 12/1; 14/11; Ephrem, The 
Nisibene Hymns, 17/4; Paikatt, Life Glory and Salvation in the Writings of 
Mar Aprem of Nisibis, 243-257. 

'°0 Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 15, 89. 

'9! Cf Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 5, 272. 

' Isaac recommends using this weapon in this world of 
battlefield: “Do not take a stand in this battlefield without weapons, lest 
speedily you be slain by those who lie in wait for you and deceive you. 
And let your weapons be tears and continuous fasting. ...and, when you fill 
your stomach, do not shamelessly search out matters and concepts 
concerning God, lest you later repent of it. Understand what I say: there 
can be no knowledge of the mysteries of God on a full stomach. Isaac, The 
Ascetical Homilies, 4, 33; Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 4, 34; Isaac, Mystic 
Treatises, 65, 297; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 
48. 
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proach the inquiry into the things of God. A fire cannot be 
ignited with wet wood, nor can the divine fervour be kindled in 
a heart which loves ease. The harlot does not limit her 
affections to one man, nor does the soul that is pinioned by 
many affairs remain faithful to divine teachings.”'”> He adds 
that “Concern for the affairs of this life disturbs the soul, and 
the distraction of works confuses the intellect and casts out its 
serenity." 


The abstinence from the desires of the body results in 
the indwelling of the divine knowledge as well as the divine 
gifts. It is Christ Himself cares for the body which endures 
suffering for His sake. But a pleasure-loving body reaps the 
fruit of shame by its lustful movements. Isaac affirms: 


As a cloud veils the light of the moon, so the vapours of the 
belly banish the wisdom of God from the soul. What the 
flame of fire is to dry wood, this also is bodily lust to a full 
belly. As combustible matter added to combustible matter 
increases the flames of a fire, so succulence of foods 
increases the lustful movements of the body. The 
knowledge of God does not dwell in a pleasure-loving body, 
and the man who loves his own body will not obtain divine 
gifts. Just as from labour-pangs a fruit is born that delights 
its mother, so from toil there is born in the soul the 
knowledge of the mysteries of God; but slothful and 
pleasure-loving men reap the fruit of shame. As a father 
cares for his child, so Christ also cares for the body enduring 
hardship for His sake and He is near to its mouth at all times. 


'3 Tsaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 4, 36; Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 4, 
37; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 54. 
'°4 Tsaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 6, 53. 
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Priceless is the possession of labour wrought with 
wisdom.'” 


A full stomach never enlightens the intellect. Isaac 
claims that “For the exhalation which comes up from the 
stomach does not permit the intellect to receive divine 
knowledge, but darkens it in the way that fog rising from the 
dampness of the land obscures the air.”!"° But from his own 
experience, he asserts fasting as the foundation of every virtue. 
As the champion of every virtue, it leads towards true prayer 
and thereby perfect human response to the love of God by 
attaining perfect human love. Isaac articulates the spiritual 
beauties of fasting: 


The man who during his whole life loves the conversation of 
this yoke-mate fasting is a friend of chastity. Just as the 
satisfaction of the belly is the source of all evils, and as the 
slackness of sleep kindles the lust of fornication, so fasting, 
vigil, and wakefulness in God’s service by withstanding the 
sweetness of sleep through crucifying the body throughout 
the day and night, are God’s holy pathway and the 
foundation of every virtue. Fasting is the champion of every 
virtue, the beginning of the struggle, the crown of the absti- 
nent, the beauty of virginity and sanctity, the resplendence of 
chastity, the commencement of the path of Christianity, the 
mother of prayer, the well-spring of sobriety and prudence, 
the teacher of stillness, and the precursor of all good works. 
Just as the enjoyment of light is coupled with healthy eyes, 


'°5 Tsaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 6, 54; Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 6, 
56; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 83. 
2843 ads Gay QA BXSr0a whads Hag rhaakss itch 
'°6 Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 19, 99; Cf. Hansbury, tr., Sz. 
Isaac of Nineveh on Ascetical Life, 4/56, 70. 
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so desire for prayer accompanies fasting that is practised 
with discernment.'”” 


When a man begins to fast, he directly enters into 
converse with God. Fasting naturally inflames wakefulness 
unto God, day and night. “For the empty body of a faster is not 
greatly wearied by the battle against sleep. And even if his 


senses are weakened, his mind is wakeful unto God in 


prayer.”'’® Isaac adds, “When the seal of fasting is set upon a 


man’s lips, his thought reflects with compunction, his heart 
pours forth prayer, gloom lies upon his countenance, shameful 
thoughts are far removed from him, cheer cannot be detected in 
his eyes, and he is an enemy of lusts and vain conversations. 
No one has ever seen a discerning faster enslaved by evil 
desires. Fasting with discernment is a spacious mansion for 
every good thing.”’” 


''7 Tsaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 37, 171; Cf. Isaac, Mystic 
Treatises, 53, 260-261; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione 
Religiosa, 238-239; Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 85; 
Aravackal, Suriyani Sabhakalile Prakashagopurangal, 100; Bishop of 
Marga, The Book of Governors, 135. 

'8 Tsaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 37, 171; Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 
53, 161; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 239. 
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'° Fasting is a weapon fashioned by God and the Saviour Himself 
fasted for forty days and forty nights in the wilderness (Cf. Mt 4, 2). Jesus, 
our Lord, was the firstborn Leader of victory, and He set the first crown of 
victory upon the head of our nature. Fasting is a powerful weapon against 
the spirits of wickedness, and it makes the devil powerless. Isaac explains: 
“When the devil, that foe and tyrant, sees a man bearing this weapon, he is 
straightway frightened and he recollects and considers that defeat which he 
suffered in the wilderness at the hands of the Saviour; at once his strength is 
shattered and the very sight of this weapon, given us by our Commander-in- 
chief, burns him. What weapon is more powerful and gives more boldness 
to the heart in the time of battle against the spirits of wickedness, than 
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Fasting and self-control liberate us from the slavery of 
passions.”°"° Through experience and self-examination, Isaac 


hunger endured for Christ’s sake? For the more the body toils and endures 
hardship when the phalanx of the demons encompasses a man, the more his 
heart is given succour by [the power of] confidence. He who has armed 
himself with the weapon of fasting is afire with zeal at all times.” Isaac, 
The Ascetical Homilies, 37, 171-172; Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 53, 161-162; 
Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 240-241; Binns, 
The T&T Clark History of Monasticism, 22. 

Isaac again suggests being vigilant to defeat our enemies through 
the weapon of fasting: “Such is the nature of fasting, that whoever 
perseveres in it will possess an unshakeable mind, one ready to encounter 
and repel all the troublesome passions. It is said concerning many of the 
martyrs, that when they foreknew, either by revelation or by information 
received from one of their friends, the day on which they were to receive 
the crown of martyrdom, they did not taste anything the preceding night, 
but from evening till morning they stood keeping vigil in prayer, glorifying 
God in psalms, hymns, and spiritual odes, and they looked forward to that 
hour with joy and exultation, waiting to meet the sword in their fast as ones 
prepared for the nuptials. Therefore, let us also be vigilant, we who are 
called to an unseen martyrdom so as to receive the crowns of sanctification, 
so that we may never give our enemies a sign of denial with any member or 
part of our body.” Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 37, 172-173; Isaac, Mystic 
Treatises, 53, 162-163; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione 
Religiosa, 241-242. 

°° For, passions are strengthened and powered against the soul by 
bodily pleasures. This bodily pleasure provokes the belly to intemperance 
or gluttony and lack of rule, that is, to untimely satisfaction of the body’s 
need. Isaac writes, “The man who is harried by these things does not wish 
to suffer hunger even for the briefest time so as to control himself, because 
he is a slave of the passions.” Hence, Isaac recommends patience in small 
matters rather than war against the enemy in great ones. We have to be 
vigilant in the fight with discretion, and he says, “Wise men do not allow 
themselves to make preparations for great ascetic struggles, but rather they 
know that the patience which they manifest in small matters preserves them 
from having to undergo great labours.” If these small things are neglected, 
though they are nothing, Isaac claims, “through them will be generated 
great struggles, arduous labours, tortuous battles, and serious wounds.” 


~ 193 ~ 


Human Response to the Love of God 


affirms that continuous fasting is one of the right paths which 
lead to the light. Through this virtuous activity, our senses 
become controlled, passions become feeble, the intellect 
becomes illumined, thoughts become meek, and _ the 
movements of the mind become luminous.””' The early Greek 
spirituality holds this idea, which says that the dispassion is 
born from abstinence and love is the offspring of dispassion.””” 
These lead to the knowledge of the divine mysteries and 
visions which upshot the perfect love, a total human response 
to the love of God. Isaac depicts: 


From this is born the zeal for the practice of virtue; from this 
are born sublime and subtle intuitions; from this are born 
boundless tears which flow at all times, and the 
remembrance of death; from this is born pure chastity which 
is remote from every imagination that tempts the mind; from 
this come clairvoyance and the keen knowledge of things 
afar off; from this are born the most profound of mystic 
perceptions which the mind can apprehend, that is, the 
strength of Divine utterances, the innermost movements 
which arise in the soul, and the discrimination and 
discernment of spiritual things.” 


2.2.5. Faith and Hope 


Until the soul becomes drunk with faith in God, she can 
never heal the malady of the senses." Isaac calls faith, the 


Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 40, 200-202; Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 37, 
192; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 287-288. 
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°°! Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 40, 197. 

° Cf, Dunn, The Emergence of Monasticism, 22. 

°° Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 40, 197-198. 

24 Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 1/7, 4. 
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door to mysteries. As we have two bodily eyes, our soul also 
possesses two eyes of faith with different functions concerning 
divine vision. With one eye we see the hidden glory of God 
and with the other, the glory of His holy nature. He clarifies: 


Faith is the door to mysteries. What the bodily eyes are to 
sensory objects, the same is faith to the eyes of the intellect 
that gaze at hidden treasures. Even as we have two bodily 
eyes, we possess two eyes of the soul, as the Fathers say; yet 
both have not the same operation with respect to divine 
vision. With one we see the hidden glory of God which is 
concealed in the natures of things; that is to say, we behold 
His might, His wisdom, and His eternal providence for us 
which we understand by the magnitude of His governance on 
our behalf. With this same eye we also behold the heavenly 
orders of our fellow servants. With the other we behold the 
glory of His holy nature. When God is pleased to admit us 
to spiritual mysteries, He opens wide the sea of faith in our 
minds.”” 


To perceive the mysteries and symbols latent in 
Scripture and Nature Ephrem also employs the images of the 
eye. To quote Brock: 


Just as the physical eye perceives objects when (according to 
the optics of Ephrem’s time) it is filled with light, so too the 


20 Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 46, 223; Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 
43, 210; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 315. 
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Cf. Isaac, Discours Ascétiques, 72/1, 449. 
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inner eye of the heart (that is, the spiritual centre of the 
human person) becomes enabled to perceive the symbols and 
mysteries only when it is filled with the light of faith - and 
the greater the faith, the more symbols and mysteries will 
become apparent. For this inner eye of faith to function 
properly there are a number of prerequisites: in the first 
place, a person needs to ensure that his or her inner eye is 
pure and unsullied; only then can the eye become luminous, 
that is filled with the light of faith.” 


This inner eye of the soul functions with the help of faith, just 
us the bodily eye functions with the help of light. In order to 
function well this inner eye needs to be kept lucid and clear, 
that is, pure from sin. Ephrem describes this clear and pure 
inner eye as ‘the luminous eye’ and its quality as ‘luminosity.’ 
It is only when this inner eye is luminous that it is able to 
function properly concerning the divine vision.*”” In Isaac this 
luminous eye is the eye of faith which is possessed by the soul. 


While natural knowledge precedes faith, spiritual 
knowledge is born from faith. The natural knowledge helps the 
soul to discern good and evil. It is given to everyone, and this 
is the pathway to God.”* Natural knowledge, when it is not 


°° Brock, “Three Syriac Fathers on Reading the Bible,” 11. 

°°7 Cf. Brock. Spirituality in the Syriac Tradition, 44; Ephrem, 
Hymns on Faith, 67/8. 

°° Tsaac makes it clear: “By it we know to discern good from evil 
and to accept faith. The power of nature attests that it behooves man to 
believe in Him Who brings forth all things in His creation, to believe the 
words of His commandments, and to do them. From this belief is born the 
fear of God. When a man joins righteous works to the fear of God and 
makes a little progress in this activity, the fear of God gives birth to 
spiritual knowledge, which we have said is born of faith.” 

He explains further: “Natural knowledge, which is the discernment 
of good and evil implanted in our nature by God, persuades us that we must 
believe in God, the Author of all. Faith produces fear in us, and fear 
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veiled by pleasure-loving will, is accompanied by many good 
things, such as, a continual pricking of conscience, an un- 
ceasing remembrance of death, fear of God, grieving over all 
former sins, contempt for the world and a great struggle for 
virtue.’ When these things are found in us, we are walking 
on the path that is natural. That is, these are consequences of 
natural knowledge. But we need to overcome these and attain 
to love. When we attain love, we are raised above nature. For, 
love frees us from them all which are natural. Hence, Isaac 
recommends making our way in those that are above nature by 
attaining perfect love.”'° 


True faith is perfect rest, consolation and words in the 
heart. “For by faith knowledge is abolished, works come to an 
end, and the employment of the senses becomes 


compels us to repent and to set ourselves to work. And thus, man is given 
spiritual knowledge, which is the perception of mysteries, and this percep- 
tion engenders the faith of true divine vision. Spiritual knowledge is not, 
however, thus simply begotten of mere faith alone; but faith begets the fear 
of God, and when we begin to act from the fear of God, then, out of the 
steady action of the fear of God, spiritual knowledge is born. .... It is not, 
however, the fear of God that gives birth to this spiritual knowledge (be- 
cause what is not inherent in a nature cannot be engendered by it), but rather 
this knowledge is conferred as a gift upon that working which belongs to 
the fear of God. As soon as you search well into the work of the fear of 
God, you will find this to be repentance, and from this arises spiritual 
knowledge.” Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 47, 226-227; Isaac, Mystic 
Treatises, 44, 212; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 
318. 
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° Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 47, 227. 

*10 Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 47, 228; Isaac, Mystic 
Treatises, 44, 214; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 
321. 
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superfluous.””'' Faith’s way of life is more glorious than 


virtue’s labour. For, all the virtues and all the modes of 
spiritual disciplines are accomplished through faith by God.” 
Through the faith of the heart, there comes hope in God.”"° 


*11 Tgaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 53, 264. In Origen also we see 
the perfection of faith as knowledge. At the same time, he understands faith 
as its foundation and its starting point. Cf. Crouzel, Origen, 113. 

*I> Tsaac narrates: “These are the works of righteousness: fasting, 
alms, vigil, holiness, and the rest of such works performed with the body. 
Love for one’s neighbour, humility of heart, forgiving those who have 
sinned, recollection of good things, investigation of the mysteries concealed 
in the holy Scriptures, the mind’s occupation with good works, the bridling 
of the soul’s passions, and the rest of such virtues, are performed in the 
soul. All these require knowledge, for knowledge guards them and teaches 
their order. All these are known as virtues, but they are still only steps by 
which the soul ascends to the more lofty height of faith. Faith’s way of life 
is more exalted than virtue’s labour, and it is not labour but perfect rest, 
consolation, words in the heart, and it is accomplished by the intellections 
of the soul. All these wondrous modes of the spiritual discipline - the 
practice of which in the spiritual life is awareness, delight, fruition of the 
soul, burning love, joy in God, and the rest - and whatsoever things in this 
discipline are bestowed upon the soul accounted worthy of the grace of that 
yonder blessedness, and whatsoever things are subtly indicated in the divine 
Scriptures, all these things are accomplished through faith by God, Who is 
bounteous in His gifts.” Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 52, 257; Isaac, 
Mystic Treatises, 51, 147; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione 
Religiosa, 368. 


Intellection means the act or function of the intellect whereby it 
apprehends spiritual realities in a direct manner. Cf. Palmer, Ware and 
Sherrard, trs., Philokalia, Vol. 1, 1135. 

° Isaac portraits the picture of a man who hopes in God: “The 
man who pays no heed at all to that which perishes, but devotes himself 
entirely to the Lord both night and day, who gives thought to nothing 
worldly because of his great assiduity in the virtues, and occupies his every 
leisure moment with divine things, and who for this reason neglects to 
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The persons who hope in God fix their attention on the bosom 
of their heavenly Father. That is, this hope awakens in the soul 
a longing for what lies afar off and sets the soul aflame, as by 
fire.”'* “Therefore, the whole content of their thoughts is 
directed, and they speed ever onward to know when they will 
attain this.”’!” Isaac adds, “When they approach a virtue to 
practise it, they do not practise it separately, but all the virtues 
at once, completely and comprehensively. For they do not 
make their journey upon the royal highway as other men, but 
these giants select for themselves short-cuts, whereby 
gloriously they journey swiftly to the Heavenly mansions.”*'° 


Aversion to converse with the world is a sign of a soul 
that has professed her hope in God. Isaac writes: “The man 
who in the desire of his hope even defies death reckons death 
as naught, and he disregards the barrenness of the place where 
he dwells, his battles with the demons, his estrangement from 
men, and his abstinence from the consolations of this 
world.””'’ Thus hope in God leads the soul to the hidden 
spiritual mysteries of heaven. Hence this is truly a path to 
attain perfect love. Isaac claims that the person who hopes in 
God “is like a man who has lost consciousness of his body by 
reason of the inebriation of his joy.””'® Isaac affirms that he is 
like a man who already stands in the Kingdom of heaven by 


procure food and clothing for himself, and the preparation of a place of 
shelter for his body, and all the rest: this man rightly and knowingly hopes 
in the Lord, for He will prepare his necessities for him.” Isaac, The 
Ascetical Homilies, 7, 63. 

*14 Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 71, 346. 

*!5 Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 71, 346. 

*16 Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 71, 346. 

*!7 Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 64, 312. 

*!8 Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 64, 312. 
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attaining perfect love, perfect human response to the love of 
God.?"” 


2.3. Pure Prayer 


Prayer is a vital element in spiritual life for acquiring 
the love of God. Because “from prayer we discover the causes 
for loving God”””’ Hence Isaac utters: “Place in me the pure 
metal of Thy love.”””' Under the name of prayer, there comes 
every secret converse, every good concern of the intellect 
directed toward God and every meditation upon spiritual 
things. It includes various spiritual readings, cries of a mouth 
glorifying God, sorrowing reflection on the Lord, making bows 
with the body, psalmody in verses, and all other things from 
which the teaching of genuine prayer proceeds.””” Isaac very 
much emphasizes prayer in the spiritual life, and he says, 
“From genuine prayer, the love of God is born, for love comes 
of prayer.” Isaac claims that it is only by constant converse 


*!9 Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 64, 312. 

20 Tsaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 63, 303; Cf. Isaac, Mystic 
Treatises, 63, 294; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 
439. 

ASSY bare aiipa Ate wralte Box toile uote gi ipdkyo hal, Ah» 
Cf. Brock, Spirituality in Syriac Tradition, 85; Brock, “Divine Call and 
Human Response,” 69; Naduviledam, Eschatological Vision of St. Isaac the 


Syrian, 108. 
an Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 34, 151; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita 
De Perfectione Religiosa, 223. Giang oS5_ oo Tw 


22 Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 63, 303; Lossky, The 
Mystical Theology of the Eastern Church, 206. 
> Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 63, 303; Cf. Isaac, Mystic 
Treatises, 68, 318; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 
475. 
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with God, continuous meditations and reflections on things 
which are conjoined to prayer and by various forms of prayer’s 
teaching that one can attain the experience of love.’ 
Purification, as well as illumination, occurs during genuine and 
pure prayer.°> As Evagrius states, one cannot practise pure 


ce dled sind aaikio Wkde atnp ae oad) Hon taeda tee oo ade 
2haho} 339 Teadaz Hos 200) Tema dxs A 

Love is the fruit of prayer. For, in prayer man meets with God 
personally. He knows Him and he loves Him. Knowledge and love are 
closely inter-connected in Eastern asceticism. Cf. Lossky, The Mystical 
Theology of the Eastern Church, 207. 

4 Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 63, 304. 

°° Cf. Brock, tr., The Second Part, 14/11, 69; Brock, ed., The 
Second Part, 14/11, 59. 
wus ina WiXas mmains Wold hal on as resis os ia haal a 

etal 251 hota ea doaal col shai minas hal ih haa 
Pure prayer does not mean the emptiness of the mind. Rather, it is a 
reflection on virtues and on things appropriate and pleasing to God. Isaac 
narrates: “Purity of prayer, O disciple of truth, and the recollection of mind 
that exists in it, consist in the exact reflection on virtue in which we 
carefully engage at the time of prayer. Just as purity of heart, concerning 
which the Fathers diligently exhort, is not a matter of someone being totally 
without thought or reflection or staring, but rather it consists in the heart 
being purified of all evil, and in gazing favourably on everything, and 
considering it from God’s point of view, so it is the same with pure and 
undistracted prayer. This does not mean that the mind is entirely devoid of 
any thought or wandering of any kind, but that it does not wander about on 
empty subjects during the time of prayer. It is not the case that the mind is 
outside purity of prayer unless it wanders about on something specifically 
good; but it may also ponder on things that are appropriate and think 
thoughts pleasing to God during the time of prayer. Nor is it required of 
someone that empty recollections should not come at all when he prays, but 
that he should not occupy himself with them and be distracted by them.” 
Brock, tr., The Second Part, 15/2, 84-85. 

Isaac distinguishes purity of prayer from the silence of the mind. 
He says, “When the mind is entirely without any kind of reflection, this is 
silence of the mind and not purity of prayer.” Brock, tr., The Second Part, 
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prayer while entangled in material things.**° Similarly, 


Maximus the Confessor says: “All the virtues assist the mind in 
the pursuit of divine love, but above all does pure prayer. By it 
the mind is given wings to go ahead to God and becomes alien 
to all things.”’”’ Thus Isaac defines genuine prayer in this way 
that it is “The mind’s freedom and rest from everything of this 


15/7, 86. It is impossible for us to keep our mind entirely free of 
wanderings and hence he suggests following some good kind of 
wanderings. He claims, “For even pure prayer consists in a wandering 
which follows something - but this wandering is excellent, seeing that the 
search for something good is excellent.” Brock, tr., The Second Part, 15/3, 
85. Isaac makes it clear: “Wandering is good when the mind wanders on 
God during the entire extent of its prayer, on His glory and majesty, 
stemming from a recollection of the Scriptures, and at insights into the 
divine utterances and holy words of the Spirit. In the case of someone who 
struggles to tie down his thought from wandering on such things, or his 
mind from wandering of its own accord on them during prayer, he is of 
unparalleled stupidity if he thinks that this kind of wandering is alien to, and 
outside the limits of, pure prayer. For we do not consider as alien to purity 
of prayer and as detrimental to collectedness of thoughts in prayer any 
profitable recollections that may spring up in the mind from the Writings of 
the Spirit, resulting in insights and spiritual understanding of the divine 
world during the time of prayer. For someone to examine and think in a 
recollected manner about the object of his supplication and the request of 
his prayer is an excellent kind of prayer, provided it is consonant with the 
intention of our Lord’s commandments. This kind of collectedness of mind 
is very good.” Brock, tr., The Second Part, 15/5, 85-86. 
recollection of the Scriptures — ‘uhdand da-ktabé/ Shan Samar ( Bios 
4da3), collections of thoughts — kinds hisabé/azcs was (tax ies), 
profitable recollections - ‘uhdané mawtrdné/inim rsimar (s3s0% 13%08), 
the writings of the Spirit - Atabay riihd/ soi saya (tse 48a). Cf Brock, ed., 
The Second Part, 15/5, 74-75. 

°° Cf. Tsakiridis, Evagrius Ponticus and Cognitive Science, 23. 

*°7 Maximus the Confessor, The Four Hundred Chapters on Love, 
1/11, 36. 
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world and a heart that has completely turned its gaze toward 
the fervent desire belonging to the hope of future things.””~* 


2.3.1. Constant Memory of God in the Heart 


Constancy in prayer is an attitude of the soul towards 
God, which shows her intimacy and nearness with Him. Isaac 
writes: “Sit before his face at all times, thinking of him and 
recollecting him in your heart. Otherwise, if you only come to 
see him after a long interval, you will not be able to speak 
freely with him because of your sense of shame. Freedom of 
speech is born from constancy; such constancy among men 
concerns only the things of the body, but with God, it is the 
attitude of the soul, and the nearness brought about by 
prayer.”’”’ As a swimmer dives into the sea until he finds a 
pearl, Isaac reminds us to keep constancy in prayer, until we 
find in ourselves the Pearl, Jesus Christ, the love of God.”°’ 
Constant memory of God generates love in the heart. Constant 


8 Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 71, 345; Cf. Isaac, Mystic 
Treatises, 74/341; Bedjan. Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 
508. 
13a acy piaam sak guldasad Clon Aog aida : rd Sa or Edda iamde 

talet ep gap seid a. nah) 
°?° Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 5, 48; Cf. Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 
5/73, 50; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 73. 
wo wale igikad cujciave onSi,%02 ggesican GA Jarkas rad) in oe 
Head tikes Aye aml aMiaat ead gi igng SX rmayag ard) 
pahp ve Mixgh [itis AN iene) iio ikute ideued ue ubnke 
weXgsa Gidane i224i9 Lad rer ro) 
Cf. Brock, “Divine Call and Human Response,” 69; Seppala, Jn Speechless 
Ecstasy, 70. “Remember God, so that He may remember you continually,” 
says Isaac. Hansbury, tr., St. Isaac of Nineveh on Ascetical Life, 5/71, 92. 
°° Cf Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 48, 231-232; Colless, tr., The 
Wisdom of the Pearlers, 1. 
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prayer in the heart is the continuous expression of this love.”*! 
The soul of a person, who keeps constancy and continuity in 
prayer, is gradually and progressively brought to completion in 
God.” That is, through constant converse, God raises him 
from earthly things and leads towards the love of God. Isaac 
affirms, “By means of converse such as this, my brother, a 
person is raised up, through himself, from earthly things, and 
he is captivated (and led) towards the love of God; he is like 
one who forgets his own nature, for nothing from the world 
draws him on, or comes to his mind. Rather, he becomes 
aware of the other world: he believes firmly, and he knows 
there is something else outside of flesh and blood.””*? Perfect 
human love is the perfect human response to the love of God. 
Isaac claims that to taste this love of God, one must keep 
perseverance in prayer and meditate upon things those belong 
to God: 


If you are desirous of tasting the love of God, my brother, 
ponder and meditate with understanding on the things that 
belong to Him, and which have to do with Him and His holy 
Nature: meditate and ponder mentally, cause your intellect to 


3! Cf Clark, “The Jesus Prayer its History and Meaning,”153; 
Ware, “Praying with the body,” 9. 

*3° When a person is in constant presence and in constant memory 
of God, Isaac says that the perfumes of prayer will breathe in his heart 
spontaneously. It enables him to love purely and quite unselfishly. Cf. 
Brock, tr., The Second Part, 10/37, 50-51. Cf. Clark, “The Jesus Prayer its 
History and Meaning,” 154-155; Bolshakoff and Pennington, Jn Search of 
True Wisdom, 94. 

33 Brock, tr., The Second Part, 10/30, 48; Brock, ed., The Second 
Part, 10/30, 39. 
dala okie oo lsh ras as resin am pun alo uerna its lo us 
ol ahi tals 2 pi YA A re, coun ars Om Hera rohan Wola oan 
—) fol am dura 2350 ima 3 am xX i tia’ petals We oust ds aloo ar’ 

tolvn pIm Mola iD 
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wander (on this) all your time, and from this you will 
become aware how all the parts of your soul became 
enflamed with love, as a burning flame alights on your heart, 
and desire for God excels in you; and out of the love of God, 
you will arrive at perfect love of (your fellow) human 
beings.** 


2.3.2. Outward Aspects of Prayer 


Purification, as well as illumination, occurs in 
proportion to the honour which one shows to God during 
prayer both with his body and mind. Isaac says, “It is in 
proportion to the honour which someone shows in his person to 
God during the time of prayer, both with his body and with the 
mind, that the door to assistance will be opened for him, 
leading to the purifying of the impulses and to illumination in 
prayer.””°> Reverential outward postures protect us from pride 


34 Brock, tr., The Second Part, 10/29, 48; Brock, ed., The Second 
Part, 10/29, 39. 
uresia muna masa alsa gains yer dur Land pul oles oan a 
er’ dur’ 2 rvama natin womlas “rami marca waka \ aima eX maw’ 
vax boon Wham mals rélaia “wzas prnais emis Moana ink 
résay hal ane dun a ovals moan ra ivalds mkami Wo ikukna 
ortega 
5 Brock, tr., The Second Part, 14/11, 69. purifying of the 
impulses — dakyiit zaw'é/résa\ houas (84 Squad). Brock, ed., The Second 
Part, 14/11, 59. 
wus ina WiXas mmains Wold hal os as resis onl ia haal a 
mal gon Whataa ea: hasan .ml whan Minas hal Mah haam 


The honours, which we extend during prayer through outward 
postures, are not for God’s sake but for our own benefits. Isaac says, “He 
Himself is not profited by such things, nor does He lose anything when they 
are neglected; rather, they are for the sake of our feeble nature.” Isaac 
explains: “This is why the holy Fathers - even though they possessed 
continual prayer, being filled with the Spirit and never ceasing for a 
moment from prayer - used to observe, not only in the matter of the Office, 
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and encourage our inward progress towards pure prayer, which 
leads to the state of perfect love.°° Thereby occurs the 
illumination of insights and the understanding of the mysteries 
of the Scriptures. Isaac says that these illuminations, as well as 
the Scriptural understanding, serve “as a rope by which the 
emptied intellect is held back from distraction and brought 
close to God.””*’ 


When one adds external postures during prayer, Isaac 
says that he is actually adding his own feelings to the words of 
the prayers. If he has a good attitude in his mind, his prayer 
will be raised to the higher levels, and he will be brought 
nearer to God.”** When we add outward postures during 


but also in that of prayer as well, all that was ordained in the matter of times 
set apart, and the specifically fixed numbers (of prayers), involving the 
visible participation of the body, and performed with kneeling; all this they 
did following the aim of the rule which they had decreed for themselves.” 
Brock, tr., The Second Part, 14/13, 69-70; 14/19, 72; Cf. Hagman, “St. 
Isaac of Nineveh and the Messalians,” 60; More outward aspects of prayer 
we can see also in Aphrahat. Cf. Aphrahat, Demonstrations, 4. 

°° Cf. Brock, tr., The Second Part, 14/12, 69; Alfeyev, The 
Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 153; Brock, “St. Isaac of Nineveh (St. 
Isaac the Syrian),” 117; Chiala, “Prayer and the Body According to Isaac of 
Nineveh,” 35. 

57 Brock, tr., The Second Part, 14/28, 76. illumination of insights 
- nahhiriita d-sukGlé/Asdsox hoi. (WAbea wWedsoi). Cf. Brock, ed., The 
Second Part, 14/28, 65. 
int Wind .daizia may han esi hadiukwa wlador Mhoious ol ain 
wtfaae@ Miam mahhn mas 2 emai .whenehaa ral wUh2 réesion rama 

scion cole hala 

°%8 Isaac describes it with the examples of Saints and Fathers: 
“Most prayers, in fact, consist of words chosen from psalms containing 
ideas and sentiments of grief and supplication, or of thanksgiving and 
praise, etc. Thus, sometimes when someone is kneeling with his face 
bowed, or has his fingers and gaze raised to heaven, he will add (his own) 
feeling to the words and repeat them slowly. On occasion the suffering and 
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prayers it will make us worthy to receive the graces from God. 
It is an aid to grant from God the Wisdom of His mysteries. 
By this we shall be separated from this world and mingled in 
His love.**’ Thus we can make our perfect response to the love 
of God. Hence Isaac records these words: 


As long as thou hast feet, run after the service of 
righteousness, before they be caught by a bond which it is 
impossible to sever. As long as thou hast hands, stretch them 
towards heaven in prayer, before thy arms fall from their 


pain of his heart will cause all sorts of deeply-felt words of prayer to spring 
up, or joy may burst forth in response to something, stirring that person to 
alter his prayer to praises owing to the delight his mind feels. The same 
applies to the other stirrings comprised in prayer which the Holy Spirit sets 
in motion in the saints, in whose utterances are ineffable mysteries and 
insights. And when the outward form of prayer provides some sign of the 
insight they contain, this is an indication of the mysteries and the perfect 
knowledge which the saints receive mingled into (their prayers), through the 
wisdom of the Spirit. A person either draws near to God or he falls away 
from truth; this depends on the direction towards which his mind is aimed, 
and not on the external features of what is performed or neglected. Many of 
the early Fathers - I refer to some of the great solitaries - did not even know 
the psalms, yet their prayers ascended to God like fire, as a result of their 
excellent ways and the lowliness of mind which they had acquired. Their 
words chased away demons like flies which buzzed off as_ they 
approached.” Brock, tr., The Second Part, 14/43-44, 80-81; Cf. Scully, 
Isaac of Nineveh’s Ascetical Eschatology, 148; Brock, “Psalmody and 
Prayer in Isaac the Syrian,” 33; Kavvadas, “Theology of Language and 
Liturgical Prayer in Isaac of Nineveh,” 279. 

suffering and pain of his heart - hassa w-kiba d-lebbeh/ rasaa ress 
pals (oka ine 224); perfect knowledge - idd‘ta gmirtd/<swrx_ <sxu 
(acdasod 4); demons like flies — debdbé/res=1 (#453). Cf. Brock, ed., The 
Second Part, 14/43-44, 70-71. 

°° Cf. Brock, tr., The Second Part, 14/48, 83; Binns, The T&T 
Clark History of Monasticism, 185. Outward postures in prayer were very 
common among the desert Fathers. Cf. Ware, “Praying with the body,” 13- 
16. 
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joints and thou desire to raise them, and it is impossible for 
thee. As long as thou hast fingers, raise them unto God in 
supplication. For there will come a time when the splendid 
strength of their joints is weakened. As long as thou hast 
eyes, fill them with tears during prayer, weeping for thy sins, 
before the moment when sand will cover the black [clothes] 
and the eyes will become feeble, staring senseless in one 
direction, without thy knowing it. As long as the heart, the 
fountain of the deliberations, is ordered by a distinguishing 
power, bethink of those things which are helpful to thy life, 
before the soul be hastened on to departure from it and 
become a house devoid of its inhabitants.” 


2.3.3. Prayer before the Cross 


Just as the humanity of Christ is the garment of the 
Divinity, the Cross is the garment of Christ.“*' Hence Isaac 
teaches that “Whenever we gaze on the Cross in a composed 
way, with our emotions steadied, the recollection of our Lord’s 


entire economy gathers together and stands before our interior 


eyes.”””” He says again that just as the invisible presence of 


oe Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 65, 308; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita 
De Perfectione Religiosa, 459-460; Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 64, 
315. 
**! Cf. Brick, tr., The Second Part, 11/24, 60. the garment - 
[bits @/~éeoa\ (zen). Cf. Brock, ed., The Second Part, 11/24, 50. 
thames eal rss marines Yer resus Maku reanl GA rol 
A has 5 aim Yet ide ear ao LA dena tot am emaal sr Hon’ 
cum wplsla ims jalaz mrhio duriziah Wl hairs WA whamlm Sohn 
wins mhuar kus MS Hor’ wal os Ma dsiis Mam A> epaeh ls ol 
or ols Masini MT oe it ezaoa 
Cf. Brock, The Luminous Eye, 25; Behr, “St. Isaac of Nineveh on the Cross 
of Christ,” 94. 
>” Brock, tr., The Second Part, 11/26, 60; Brock, ed., The Second 
Part, 11/26, 50. 
wis pots jartaa rsh .dftion asain burton ral os gaankas oi koa’ REN 
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God dwelt in the Ark of the Covenant, the very same Divine 
Presence, even more so than in the Ark, now resides in the 
Holy Cross.7”° 


The Cross is the type of the eschatological Kingdom of 
Christ and the whole economy of Christ is encompassed in 
it.°“* Isaac asserts: “Whenever we gaze upon this image in 
the time of prayer, or when we show reverence to it, because 
that Man was crucified upon it, we receive through it divine 
power, and we are held worthy of assistance, salvation and 


Cf. Naduviledam, Eschatological Vision of St. Isaac the Syrian, 21. 

3 Tsaac explains: “Here too, in the case of the Cross, the moment 
this form of Cross is depicted on a wall or on a board, or is fashioned out of 
some kind of gold or silver and the like, or carved out of wood, immediately 
it puts on, and is filled with, the divine power which was residing there at 
the time, and (so) it becomes a place of God’s Shekhina, even more so than 
in the Ark. Just as the ministry of the New Covenant is more honourable 
before God than the things which took place in the Old Covenant, just as 
there is a difference between Moses and Christ, just as the ministry which 
Jesus received is more excellent than the one which was given through 
Moses, and just as the honour of a human person is greater and more 
excellent in His creation than (that of) dumb objects - so is this form of (the 
Cross), which now exists, much more honourable because of the honour of 
the Man whom the Divinity took from us for His abode; and because this 
divine good pleasure which is in this Man who completely became its 
temple is different from the metaphorical good pleasure which of old was in 
those dumb objects in which was the shadow of these things to come in 
Christ.” Brock, tr., The Second Part, 11/12, 56; Brock, ed., The Second 
Part, 11/12, 46-47; Cf. Seppala, In Speechless Ecstasy, 72; Alfeyev, The 
Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 165; Tieszen, Cross Veneration in the 
Medieval Islamic World, 78; Behr, “St. Isaac of Nineveh on the Cross of 
Christ,” 88. 

The Hebrew term Shekhina is found in many early Syriac writers 
and in liturgical texts. It means presence/glory. Cf. Alfeyev, The Spiritual 
World of Isaac the Syrian, 45; Brock, tr., The Second Part, 10/24, 46. 

4 Cf. Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 169. 
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ineffable good in this world and in the world to come.” 


When we venerate and contemplate the Cross, we see Christ 
Himself; we contemplate the face of Christ, the pearl, the love 
of God.*”° 


2.3.4. Reading and Meditating upon Scriptures 


For the reception of the divine light Origen highlights 
the reading and meditating upon Scripture, in an attitude of 
prayer. It was a traditional practice in the ancient Greek 
monasticism and mysticism.**’ According to Origen the 


45 Brock, tr., The Second Part, 11/13, 56; Brock, ed., The Second 
Part, 11/13, 47; Chiala, “Prayer and the Body According to Isaac of 
Nineveh,” 39. 
whan al PAD ar’ wal « wUh2 mH iw oor’ da 3 RES cr els ina 
réssiaala méinasla «urs quinoa rome lis all) on cao reeiis ama x 
oréal oo eI Am. wake Laur réalsaa Mim alsa whullsko vl rrallha 
°46 Cf. Brock, tr., The Second Part, 11/17, 58; Brock, ed., The 
Second Part, 11/17, 48. 
seonkh Masel MAA 1951 AM Vor’ .MD viwa Camis wri dor’ As Aw 
(TAD isan Man 
Cf. Behr, “St. Isaac of Nineveh on the Cross of Christ,” 90; Cf. Alfeyev, 
The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 168; Isaac portrays different forms 
of prayer before the Cross. One of which is lying prostrate before the Cross 
in silence for a long time. Isaac tells that during periods of grace, all rules 
of prayer can be replaced by lying face down before the Cross. He 
considers this form of prayer as higher than many others. That is, being an 
experience of intense concentration and collectedness, which is 
accompanied by the in-depth feeling of God’s presence, it encompasses all 
others within itself. Kissing the Cross many times is another form of the 
veneration of the Cross. He says: “During such acts all of a sudden someone 
might sometimes discover a pearl which in a single prayer would 
encompass the number of all the others.” Cf. Brock, tr, The Second Part, 
4/4, 2; 4/9, 4; Brock, ed., The Second Part, 4/4, 2; 4/9, 3; Alfeyev, The 
Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 171-173; Brock, tr., The Second Part, 
14/24, 74; Brock, ed., The Second Part, 14/24, 63. 
“7 Cf. Crouzel, Origen, 101. 
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reading of the Scripture is a sacramental act and this act is 
fundamentally a prayer and this prayer leads towards the love 
of God.”** Isaac also considers the reading of Scripture as the 
best way for our transportation towards the love of God. He 
asserts: “The reading (of Scripture) manifestly is the 
fountainhead that gives to prayer - and by these (two things) 
we are transported in the direction of the love of God whose 
sweetness is poured out continually in our hearts like honey or 
a honeycomb, and our souls exult at the taste which the hidden 
ministry (of prayer) and the reading (of Scripture) pour into 
our hearts.”””? Constant meditative reading of the Scripture 
helps the person to keep a mind dwelling continually in heaven 
and making conversation with God at every moment.””? It 
blocks the door of his mind against the world by means of the 


“8 Cf. Crouzel, Origen, 106. According to Origen Scriptures “are 
the true nutriment of the spiritual nature, and it is by partaking daily of this 
food that we arrive at true fullness and richness of life, and are enabled ever 
more completely to consecrate it to God.” Fairweather, Origen and Greek 
Patristic Theology, 71. 

*” Brock, tr., The Second Part, 29/5, 131; Brock, ed., The Second 
Part, 29/5, 119. 
roles roax nal alo ma .whal or minlama am Moanm surly euic 
at Midia Surtusor’ maul ais roaming diana meéeoa hamaisa am sala. 

oréisioca rama mista als was hal 
Cf. Brock, “Three Syriac Fathers on Reading the Bible,” 19-20; Becker, 
Fear of God and the Beginning of Wisdom, 185. 

°° Cf. Brock, tr., The Second Part, 29/11, 133; Brock, ed., The 
Second Part, 29/11, 121; Brock, “St. Isaac of Nineveh and Syriac 
Spirituality,” 105-106. 
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continual delight and thus smoothing his path as he travels 
towards God without any darkness in his mind.”*! 


The reflective reading of the Scripture maintains purity 
in the soul.” It enlightens the soul in prayer and leads it 
towards contemplation. Isaac always recommends mixing of 
Scripture reading with prayer, for better progress. He claims: 


Converse with Scripture will also be mingled into your 
prayer. Then from the combination of these you will receive 
light, and this will then be raised up as delight for your soul, 
so that prayer will give delight to you as a result of reading 
Scripture, and, furthermore, you will be enlightened in your 
reading by means of the keys of prayer. By prayer, you see, 
the door to spiritual insight is opened up before the mind, 
and this insight, by its awesome nature, will kindle the 
desire for prayer in accordance with the spiritual meaning it 
imparts.”>” 


Perseverance in Scripture reading is also recommended 
by Isaac.*™* He says: “Continual reflection on the Scriptures is 
light for the soul, because they imprint on the intellect 
recollections helpful for guarding against the passions and for 


5! Cf. Brock, tr., The Second Part, 30/7, 136. door of his mind - 
tar‘G d-re‘ydnh/omsix resi (owidd 244). Cf. Brock, ed., The Second 
Part, 30/7, 123. 

°° Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 6, 54; Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 
6, 61; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 91. 

°°? Brock, Spirituality in Syriac Tradition, 139; Cf. Isaac, Mystic 
Treatises, 45, 220; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 
329. 
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Cf. Clément, The Roots of Christian Mysticism, 101. 
°4 Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 4, 31. 
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continuance with God through love and the purity of prayer; 
further, it makes straight before us the path of peace trodden by 
the footsteps of the saints.”*°> The Syriac writers compare the 
Scripture to an ocean, and to their spiritual meanings as 
pearls.*°° It gives the heart a fascinating taste through intuitions 
that awe the soul.*°’ The enlightenment the person receives 
from this sea of the Scripture’s mysteries compels him to put 
the world behind his back and forgets everything in it.°* The 
mind becomes inclines towards the love of God through the 
understanding of the Scriptures.” 


2.3.5. Night Vigil 


Night vigil is a greater profitable ascetical work which 
leads the soul to the perfect love. The mind of a person who 
withdraws from the world and practice vigils “will be quick to 
take flight as it were on wings, and rise up toward God with 
delight.””°° In Isaac’s view, a soul which becomes trained in 


°°5 Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 54, 266; Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 
53, 24 Bedjan, Mar isqacus Na De ee ae as 


wee 


seonpee 


°°° Cf. Brock, “Three Syriac Fathers on Reading ‘the Bible, - 15. 

°57 Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 1/25, 6. 

°°8 Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 1/18, 5. 

°59 Cf Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 12, 83; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus 
Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa,123. .am a8% 3240 heros} mae ta 

dag dma 2042 gouge Heya Hate dated A CCG 

Cf. Clément, The Roots of Christian Mysticism, 101. 

e Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 20, 101; Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 
17, 91; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 134. 
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the labour of vigil will have the eyes of Cherubim so that at all 
times it gazes on heavenly contemplations.”°' 


The inspiration for vigils arises from the words of our 
Lord Jesus Himself. He says, “Be alert at all times, praying 
that you may have the strength to escape all these things that 
will take place, and to stand before the Son of Man” (Lk 21, 
36). He says again, “Stay awake and pray that you may not 
come into the time of trial” (Mt 26, 41). More than warning by 
words, Jesus Himself was the best example of this. Isaac 
states, “And it was not sufficient to warn us by words only, but 
He gave us even an example in His person thereby that He 
always honoured the practice of prayer above all other things. 
And therefore He perpetually separated Himself, also for 
prayer, not arbitrarily, but chose for time, night, and for place, 
the desert; that we, avoiding all crowds and tumult, might be 
able to pray in solitude, as is becoming.” 


In Isaac’s belief, “a great power possesses prayer which 
is offered at night time, more than that offered in the day.” 
Even though one’s body is unable to fast because of some 
illness, according to Isaac, “vigil alone can gain for the 
intellect steadfastness in prayer.” Due to trials, sickness or 
any other reasons if we are not able to do any ascetical works, 


61 Cf Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 20, 101; Isaac, Mystic 
Treatises, 17, 92; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 
134; Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 185. 

 Tsaac, Mystic Treatises, 80, 373; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita 
De Perfectione Religiosa, 556. 

263 Tsaac, Mystic Treatises, 80, 374; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita 
De Perfectione Religiosa, 558. rings GAN. Hisad wal, dae Gh 

Cf. Maloney, ed. & tr., Nil Sorsky, 64; Alfeyev, “Prayer in St. 
Isaac of Nineveh,” 72; Naduviledam, Eschatological Vision of St. Isaac the 
Syrian, 111; Bolshakoff and Pennington, Jn Search of True Wisdom, 78. 

°64 Tsaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 20, 103. 
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Isaac suggests that we have to keep vigils unfailingly.” Isaac 


compares the soul which is made radiant by the remembrance 
of God and unsleeping vigil both day and night with the good 
soil which produces hundredfold fruit (Cf Mt 13, 8).7°° Vigils 
and alertness with prayer and recitation will delight and 
gladden and give joy to the mind and make the soul pure.”® 
Isaac affirms the Evagrian thought, which says, “a good vigil 
purifies the mind.”*® It renews the intellect and makes the soul 
worthy to receive spiritual gifts.° This creates in the soul 
repentance and humility and which brings the soul near to the 
love of God.” 


2.3.6. Tears 


The gift of tears, which is a part of pure prayer, is an 
excellent way towards the love of God. This is an 
indication of a soul which has experienced the spiritual 
knowledge of its eternal hope.’’’ Continual weeping may 


65 Tsaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 20, 103; Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 
17, 94; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 138; 
Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 186. 

6 Cf. Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 6, 56; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita 
De Perfectione Religiosa, 83; Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 6, 54. 

sacle Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 66, 315; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus 
Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 470. 

°68 Evagrius, To the Virgin, 40, 170. 

©) Cf. Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 66, 315; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus 
Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 469; Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of 
Isaac the Syrian, 184. 

2” Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 20, 104. 

°7! Tsaac claims: “Continual weeping which is born out of 
reflection on (spiritual) knowledge is the indication of a soul which has 
become aware of the object of its hope - not as a result of reading or from 
hearsay, but by itself it has become aware of the hope (which is the basis) of 
its ministry. For once the door of insights has been opened before the heart, 
it is no longer possible for the pupil of the eye to be held back from 
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occur, according to Isaac, for three different reasons: Firstly, he 
says, “as a result of wonder at the insights full of mysteries that 
are revealed all the time to the intellect (it can happen that) 
tears involuntarily flow in abundance without that person 
feeling any sorrow; this is because he is gazing on these 
(insights) with the vision of the intellect all the while held in 
astonishment at the knowledge (imparted) by the things that are 
revealed spiritually to the intellect in (the form of) insights.”””” 


weeping, owing to the feeling of pleasure which the soul receives - 
sometimes from compunction and humility, and sometimes from joy which 
wells up in a person. From this point on he gradually approaches the (state 
of) wonder thanks to some awesome reflection which from time to time 
dominates the soul.” Brock, tr., The Second Part, 8/17, 30-31. continual 
weeping - bekyd ammind/ tum réa> (24,1 Bas); reflection of (spiritual) 
knowledge - renyd d-ida ta/Wyv11 asi (ana uaa). Cf. Brock, ed., The 
Second Part, 8/17, 24. 
~) a\ .ninms AeA in evan am revjaaz wok hes esi OA aan’ Maan 
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For Isaac, tears are always a gift from God. He considers it as the 
crucial boundary between the bodily and the spiritual state. It is the point of 
transition between the present age and the age to come, which may be 
entered by anticipation even in this life. As the newborn child weeps when 
it is born into the world, the Christian weeps when he is reborn into the age 
to come. Cf. Ware, “The Orthodox Experience of Repentance,” 27; Isaac, 
Mystic Treatises, 35/245,164; Akiki, “The Ritual of Tears in Isaac of 
Nineveh,” 160; Lichter, “Tears and Contemplation in Isaac of Nineveh,” 
240. 

°? The Fathers used to call these (insights), ‘a type of the manna 
which the Children of Israel ate’ (Exo 16, 31), and the drink from the rock - 
which is Christ’? (1 Cor 10, 4) - in other words, mystical and spiritual 
insights. Brock, tr., The Second Part, 18/4, 97; Brock, ed., The Second Part, 
18/4, 86. 
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The second reason for continuous tears, in Isaac’s opinion, is 
the experience of the “fervent love of God which enflames the 
soul, when someone cannot endure (any longer) without 
weeping continually as a result of its sweetness and delight.””” 
Thirdly, it may happen from abundant lowliness of heart. This 
humility of heart can occur mainly for two reasons: “either as a 
result of a precise knowledge of one’s sins; or as a result of 
recollecting the lowliness of our Lord.”’”* The person who 
possesses lowliness of heart, continuance in God’s presence, 
reflection on the divine mysteries and the awareness of the 
taste of the love of God is made worthy to receive the gift of 
tears.”’”? The three causes of tears, namely, the love for God, 


lado A om SD ad wpints Whiten’ easaan ai am dis duam Wh — 
gave Nam aa mute yal essa aEa Vir’ gins rsam\ ahi wh dass 
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°° Brock, tr., The Second Part, 18/5, 97. fervent love - hubba 
hammimd! ans sox (Ham wasn). Cf. Brock, ed., The Second Part, 18/5, 
86. 
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Cf. Clement, The Roots of Christian Mysticism, 162. 
°™ Brock, tr., The Second Part, 18/6, 97. recollecting the lowliness 
of our Lord - men‘uhdana d-mukkakeh d-maran/ i. ossoay Snow 
(.8%2 eave wierasan). Cf. Brock, ed., The Second Part, 18/6, 86. = ar 
orvals rt Xioo eanam 
°75 Cf. Brock, tr., The Second Part, 18/7, 98. taste of the love - 
t‘Gmta d-hubbdl -s001 chas\, (Hema hats). Cf. Brock, ed., The Second 
Part, 18/7, 87. The tears are a sign of transformation, a sign of being in 
touch with God, the deepest divine reality. They are a sign of God’s 
working in the person. The gift of tears instills in a person the attitude of 
humility. Cf. Ross, “Tears and Fire,” 19; Cf. Sinkewiez, tr., Evagrius of 
Pontus, 186. 
~217~ 


Human Response to the Love of God 


wonder at His mysteries and the lowliness of heart, are 
acquired by a person from stillness. In Isaac’s conviction, 
there is no other suffering more burning than the love of God. 
Hence, he utters: “O Lord, hold me worthy to taste of this 
fountain!”*”° 


A pure heart joyously sheds tears during prayer.””” 
According to Isaac “tears are established for the mind as a kind 
of boundary between what is bodily and what is spiritual and 


7° Brock, tr., The Second Part, 18/16, 100. wonder at his 
mysteries - temha d-razaw(hy)/ ,noiins os (mra\iia gown), true humility - 
makktkita Sarrirtd/ Wnisie. Crossan (Wide Wersas). Cf. Brock, ed., The 
Second Part, 18/16, 89. 
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Cf. Ross, “Tears and Fire,” 22. 

°77 It is a sign of God’s grace upon the soul, and the soul begins to 
coming out of the darkness and moving towards the Light. It dwells in 
stillness and constantly mingles tears with its entire works in humility. 
Isaac explains: “When you dwell in stillness and possess the work of 
humility, this will be a sign for you that your soul is nigh to emerging from 
darkness: your heart is aflame and hot like fire both day and night, such that 
all the world is for you refuse and ashes, and you have no desire even for 
food by reason of the sweetness of the new and flaming thoughts constantly 
arising in your soul. Suddenly like a freely flowing torrent you are given 
fountains of tears mingled with all your works: with your reading, your 
prayer, your psalmody, your reflection, your eating and drinking, and to 
your every work your tears are joined. When you see this in your soul, be 
of good courage, for you have crossed the sea. And so, add to your labours, 
stand watchfully on guard, that grace may increase in you day by day. But 
if you have not experienced this, you have not yet completed your journey 
to reach the mountain of God.” Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 6, 59-60; Cf. 
Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 5, 49; Bolshakoff and Pennington, Jn Search 
of True Wisdom, 59. 
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: : 278 
between passionateness and purity.” When a man crosses 


this boundary, Isaac says, “Then straightway he will attain to 
the grace of tears. And from the first hospice of this hidden 
discipline tears begin to flow and they lead a man to perfection 
in the love of God. The more he progresses in this discipline, 
the more he is enriched with love, until by reason of his 
constant converse with tears he imbibes them with his food and 
drink.” 


Isaac differentiates tears in two levels: tears which burn 
and tears which anoint as if with oil. Tears which burn are 
those which “flow out of contrition and anguish of heart on 
account of sins dry up and burn the body, and often even the 
governing faculty feels the injury caused by their outflow.””*° 
In Isaac’s opinion, one must necessarily come to this order of 
tears at first. For through them, a door is opened unto him to 
enter into the second order. These second order of tears are 
those which “are shed because of insight; they make the body 
comely and anoint it as if with oil, and they pour forth by 
themselves without compulsion. Not only do they anoint the 


*78 Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 37, 174; Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 


35, 164; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 245. 
Baca 29ch3 ak, 1936 BIICENN whoraxss usta tadaanaad rhasdhs NS 
Cf. Hunt, “The Monk as Mourner,” 152; Ross, Pillars of Flame, 124. 
° Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 37, 174; Cf. Isaac, Mystic 

Treatises, 35/245, 165; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione 
Religiosa, 245. stoNia tases Bonk was ad Liiva 
Cf. Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 136; Holmes, A 
History of Christian Spirituality, 38. 

°8° Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 37, 174-175; Cf. Isaac, Mystic 
Treatises, 35, 165; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 
245-246; Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 138. 
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body with oil, but they also alter a man’s countenance.””*! 


This is superior to the first order of tears and is the realm in 
; ; 282 
which a man receives mercy. 


We are granted tears as free grace from God and which 
is more excellent and exceeds every other gift. With its help, 
we shall enter into purity. Once we have come into purity, 
Isaac asserts that it will be continued till the end of our life.”* 
Hence he says, “Blessed, therefore, are the pure in heart, for 
there is no time when they do not enjoy the sweetness of tears, 
and in this sweetness they see the Lord at all times. While 
tears are still wet in their eyes, they are deemed worthy of 
beholding His revelations at the height of their prayer; and they 
make no prayer without tears.”’** Isaac recommends that like 
all the saints we must strive to reach this entrance-way, 
because through which we enter the land of consolation, in 


°8! Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 37, 175; Cf. Isaac, Mystic 
Treatises, 35, 165; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 
246; Akiki, “The Ritual of Tears in Isaac of Nineveh,” 164. 

8 Cf Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 37, 175; Isaac, Mystic 
Treatises, 35, 165; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 
246. 

8 Cf Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 37, 178; Isaac, Mystic 
Treatises, 35, 169; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 
252; Maloney, ed. & tr., Nil Sorsky, 102; Kadloubovsky and Palmer, trs., 
Writings from the Philokalia on Prayer of the Heart, 248. 

°** Tsaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 37, 178; Cf. Isaac, Mystic 
Treatises, 35, 169-170; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione 
ae 252-253. 
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When a person prays with the gift of tears, his prayer becomes luminous 
conversation with God. Akiki, “The Ritual of Tears in Isaac of Nineveh,” 
167. 
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which the footsteps of God’s love are impressed by 
revelations.**° Thus the gift of tears leads us to the state of 
purity and thereby to the perfection of the love of God. A sign 
that a person has attained the love of God is his ability to shed 
tears always at the remembrance of God.”*° To the question, 
“When does a man know that he has attained to the perfect love 
of God?’ Isaac’s response: 


When the recollection of God is stirred in his mind, 
straightway his heart is kindled by the love of Him and his 
eyes pour forth abundant tears. For love is wont to ignite 
tears by the recollection of beloved ones. A man who is in 
this state will never be found destitute of tears, because that 
which brings him to the recollection of God is never absent 
from him; wherefore even in sleep he converses with God. 
For love is wont to cause such things. This is perfection for 
men in their life here.”*’ 


°85 Cf Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 35, 170; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus 
Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 253; Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 37, 
178-179; Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 138-139. 

°8 Cf Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 139. The 
Philokalia explains ‘remembrance of God’ as the state of recollectedness or 
concentration in which attention is centred on God. Cf. Palmer, Ware and 
Sherrard, trs., Philokalia, Vol. 1, 1141. 

°87 Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 37, 183; Cf. Isaac, Mystic 
Treatises, 35, 175-176; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione 
Religiosa, 261-262. 
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Cf. Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 140. 
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2.3.7. Highest Mystical Stages of Prayer 


When considering pure prayer as means which leads to 
the love of God, Isaac explains various mystical stages of 
prayers too. Among them, meditation on God occupies a 
special place.' It is one of the highest stages of prayer in which 
the intellect is totally withdrawn from this world and entirely 
captivated by God. Isaac’s words: “By means of converse such 
as this, my brother, a person is raised up, through himself, from 
earthly things, and he is captivated (and led) towards the love 
of God; he is like one who forgets his own nature, for nothing 
from the world draws him on, or comes to his mind. Rather he 
becomes aware of the other world.”” Isaac suggests this kind 
of meditation for those who desire to taste the love of God and 
to attain the perfect love of human beings.’ 


Another highest mystical stage of prayer which Isaac 
explains is the ‘spiritual prayer.’ Evagrius had already 
explained it as ‘true prayer.”” In this stage of prayer, the mind 
of a person attains to a state of peace and stillness.” According 


Cf. Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 208. 

* Brock, tr., The Second Part, 10/30, 48; Brock, ed., The Second 
Part, 10/30, 39. 
dala hain oo lsd ras as reetis am jer’ alo Hern’sa eis alo us 
ok ahi tals oo pr LA A res) nia arn am Vora Moke Wolr’s reoan 
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> Brock, tr., The Second Part, 10/29, 48; Brock, ed., The Second 
Part, 10/29, 39. 

* Evagrius mentions that spiritual prayer is nourishment for the 
intelligence. He calls it “true prayer’ because it is ‘worship of the Father in 
Spirit and Truth. Cf. Evagrius, On Prayer, 101, 72; Gabriel, “From Greek 
to Syriac- and Back,” 140. 

> This state of stillness of mind is a gift from God and not acquired 
by human effort. Isaac claims: “It is one thing to pray purely, and quite 
another for the mind to be silent from any wandering at all or insight into 
the words of prayer, and to remain without any stirrings. No one is so 
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to John the Solitary this state of stillness is a state of serenity 
and gentleness of soul. It is a gradual process of liberation 
from sin and passions to purity of soul, leading to the 
luminosity of the soul, toward the stage of perfection, the 
perfection in love.° In this state, the person will reach the 
summit of purity, and their inner emotions will stir in prayer at 
all times. The recollection of God alone will be sufficient for 
them at this stage, and at once they will be governed by love, 
as if captives.’ 


Contemplation is another highest mystical stage, which 
leads the soul towards the love of God. In Isaac’s view, it is an 
experience of the departure from this world and participation in 


stupid as to want to find this by means of struggle and the strength of his 
own will; for this is the gift of the revelation of the intellect, and it is not 
within the reach of pure prayer, or a matter of the will.” Brock, tr., The 
Second Part, 15/7, 86; Brock, ed., The Second Part, 15/7, 75. 
rlsan ePai rlaama Rama DP AWA 3D rina wh gt durarn 3m 9m hiv’ 
rézahahs rams aly. ORM zr’ dala char OG Asa esd cokes whal 
ala Mam Gulu rams rls Whamami ja warn MS Ms el rélassa 
Mas has ela daar rhal ot mravarzn 
Cf. Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 219. 

According to Isaac, Spiritual prayer “is the psychic impulses which 
partake of the influence of the Holy Spirit, on account of veracious purity.” 
Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 35, 174; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De 
Perfectione Religiosa, 260. 

thawnda WedyAS ain :2Ep0m2 Lied Wasdisad (Shoko, :titad Gaz 48) 
Cf. Rossi, “Climbing the Ladder of Prayer,” 18; Seppala, In Speechless 
Ecstasy, 121. 

° Cf. Brock, tr., “John the Solitary, On Prayer,” 99; Bitton, “More 
Interior than the Lips and the Tongue,” 322; Beggiani, “The Incarnational 
Theology and Spirituality of John the Solitary of Apamea,” 409. 

’ Cf. Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 35, 175; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus 
Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 260; Lossky, The Mystical Theology of 
the Eastern Church, 207-208; Dreyer, “The Cloud of Unknowing,” 90-91; 
Chiala, “Prayer and the Body According to Isaac of Nineveh,” 36. 
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the world to come.* He asserts this as the kingdom of heaven. 
He says, “The kingdom of heaven is said to be spiritual 
contemplation.”” In Evagrian spirituality contemplation itself 
is love.'° Keeping this in mind Isaac claims that this kingdom 
is love, and we shall eat and drink love at the table of this 
kingdom. His words: “Love is the kingdom of which our Lord 
spoke when He symbolically promised the disciples that they 
would eat in His kingdom: ‘you shall eat and drink at the table 
of my kingdom.’ What should they eat, if not love? Love is 
sufficient to feed man instead of food and drink. This is the 
wine that gladdens the heart of man.”'' When a man reached 


* Cf Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 226; 
Kavelin, Elder Macarius of Optina, 66. Catechism of the Catholic Church 
also mentions this idea of Isaac and explains: “Contemplative prayer is 
silence, the ‘symbol of the world to come’ or ‘silent love.’ Words in this 
kind of prayer are not speeches; they are like kindling that feeds the fire of 
love.” CCC 2717; Cf. Audette, tr., Preferring God, 132; André, Teach Us to 


Pray, 43. 
* Tsaac, Mystic Treatises, 77, 354; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De 
Perfectione Religiosa, 528. Gadela piel Lakes Liar :dioxrd wedi 
spiritual contemplation - te’orya ruhdndytd/Wysssoi sine ( Ldara 

Aan aa). 


Cf. Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 226; Salvestroni, 
“Isaac of Nineveh and Dostoyevsky’s Work,” 255. 

*° Evagrius does not consider contemplation (Oewpia) as separate 
from love (@yaay). For him love is the excellent state of the rational soul. 
In this state the soul cannot love anything other than God. Cf. Ramelli, tr., 
Evagrius’ Kephalaia Gnostika, liv. 

'T Tsaac, Mystic Treatises, 43, 211; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita 
De Perfectione Religiosa, 317. 
rerggadian coNaisg iqi{h2 GhAeS 38 goke2 ada oi ideas gag ion 
585 Stam 42 2 i uhaly aid tg idedlos 1bded Ad dara at aohary 
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Isaac interprets this state of contemplation as spiritual sight or spiritual 
vision. He says, “When the mind of the saints was gifted with personal 
contemplation, then the heaviness of body was taken away. And further on 
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this stage, his soul is easily moved onwards toward ecstasy in 
God, a high future state, which will be fulfilled after the 
resurrection.'” Isaac states that purity of mind, which is 
demanded by perfect love, can be assured through training in 
heavenly contemplation.’> For “from that point onwards 
human nature will not be cut off from constant ecstasy in God, 
to mingle itself with any created being.” * 


3. Responding to the Love of God amid Temptations and 
Sufferings 


God provides a way of Cross for those who love Him 
and follow Him. Jesus’ words: “If any want to become my 
followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross 
daily and follow me” (Lk 9, 23). Isaac emphasises this in his 
own words: “The path of God is a daily cross. No one has 
ascended into Heaven by means of ease, for we know where 
the way of ease leads and how it ends. God never wishes the 


sight will be spiritual sight.” Here, Isaac notes that they cannot see the 
essence of God, but, they can see only the reflection of God’s essence. The 
fuller vision will be in the age to come. He writes: “According as a man 
becomes perfect in his relation to God, will he follow Him closely. In the 
world of truth, He will show him His face, not however the face of His 
essence. The more the righteous advance to the vision of Him, the more 
they see an enigmatic sight, as an image shown in a mirror. There, 
however, they will see the revelation of truth.” Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 40, 
203; 45, 217; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 304; 
324; Cf. Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 35, 175; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De 
Perfectione Religiosa, 260; Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 48, 230-231; 
Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 223-224. St. Augustine 
also says, “the more ardently we love God, so much the more certainly and 
calmly do we see Him.” Augustine, On the Trinity, 8/9, 22. 

'2 Cf. Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 40, 203; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus 
Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 304-305. 

'S Cf Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 40, 204; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus 
Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 306-307. 

'4 Tsaac, Mystic Treatises, 40/305, 203. 
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man to be without concern (that is, concern over the truth) who 
gives himself up to Him with his whole heart. But when God 
perpetually sends him grieves, a man knows thereby that he is 
under God’s providence.”'” No one can live on the path of 
God without undergoing temptations and sufferings. It 
increases as one grows in virtue. It is the love of God which 
keeps his mind unshaken in the midst of these afflictions. '° 


The man, who has fervent love in his soul towards God, 
suffers not for any bodily benefits, but for the things to come. 
“For the man who, with his soul’s fervent love, has once and 
for all surrendered himself to virtue, and is possessed of a 
longing to bring its work to perfection, will never again be 
concerned with the body’s needs, whether or not he is in 
want.”'’ If indeed our love is genuine to live in virtue, we can 
remain unaltered in the midst of sufferings.'* All the sufferings 


'S Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 59, 290; Cf. Isaac, Mystic 
Treatises, 59, 280; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 
417-418. 
per Gada Desh ofS pad 2h A paded of dane t20h ga) user 

'® Tsaac claims: “I say that the man who lives in virtue will find 
that day by day his afflictions increase, and the more he makes progress, the 
more he will be found amid adversities. And this, indeed, is the sign of the 
trueness of a man’s course: that he lives a bitter life in this world and that he 
departs from this body with suffering. For, this world is not the world of 
the righteous, and the righteous cannot dwell in it without sorrows. The 
will, however, can be strengthened by a divine gift so as to despise afflic- 
tions, and it can preserve the mind unshaken through the joy of the love of 
Christ.” Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 56, 278. 

'’ Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 59, 289. 

'S By accepting these sufferings joyously, we become partakers of 
the sufferings of the prophets and the apostles, and all other saints who 
endured tribulations for the sake of God’s path. St. Paul says, “For he has 
graciously granted you the privilege not only of believing in Christ, but of 
suffering for him as well” (Phil 1, 29). St. Peter also says, “But rejoice 
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and temptations can overcome by the ardent love for God. 
Looking at the martyrs and saints Isaac utters: “I shall refrain 
from bringing the holy martyrs to mind, lest I be unable to 
stand up before the profundity of their sufferings; I shall 
remain silent about how their great patience, which arose from 
the power of their love for Christ, conquered their extreme 
bodily affliction and suffering.” ” 


Suffering borne from free will is a manifestation of 
love. Isaac says, “A little trouble for God’s sake is more 
excellent in God’s eyes than much service without suffering.””” 
Thus suffering serves as an excellent means to respond to the 
love of God. God opens His door of mercy, reveals His 
mysteries and boosts up with His love to those who endure 
trials and tribulations for His sake. Isaac records: 


Therefore, by sufferings and distress He has caused thee 
frequently to recall Him in thy heart; and by fear of 
adversities He incites thee to turn towards the gate of his 
mercy. By liberating thee from these [troubles] He sows in 


insofar as you are sharing Christ’s sufferings, so that you may also be glad 
and shout for joy when his glory is revealed” (1 Pet 4, 13). Imbibing these 
words, Isaac proclaims: “Therefore, when you are unoppressed do not 
rejoice; and when tribulations come upon you, do not be sullen, accounting 
them as foreign to God’s way. For His path has been trodden from the ages 
and from all generations by the cross and by death.” Isaac, The Ascetical 
Homilies, 59, 289. 

° Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 56, 277; Cf. Isaac, Mystic 
Treatises, 60, 285; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 
426-427. 

= Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 34, 150; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita 
De Perfectione Religiosa, 222. 
PAN) race 33 alos ~ rah Ab aa SAS ¢ PERN At racia 2344 water 
on vans Hang duos diay waXara At» PE AN 
Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 36, 161; Naduviledam, Eschatological 
Vision of St. Isaac the Syrian, 113. 
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thee causes of love unto Him. And when thou hast found 
love he brings thee near to the honour of the sons; He shows 
thee the richness of His bounty and the steadfastness of His 
care for thee. Then He will make thee perceive the holiness 
of His honour and the hidden mysteries of the nature of His 
greatness. How shouldst thou have become acquainted with 
these things if there had not been adversities? For through 
these the love of God is able to increase, viz. By 
understanding His acts of bounty and by recalling His 
various acts of care. All this good is born for thee from 
things causing grief, if thou knowest to give thanks.”! 


3.1. Temptations that God Allows 


Temptations that God allows are necessary for attaining 
the perfect love. For Isaac, God allows temptations in order to 
strengthen one’s faith and to draw him nearer towards Him. 
He records: “Temptation is useful to every man. The virtuous 
are tempted in order that their riches may increase; the lax, in 
order that they may be preserved from injuries; the sleepy, in 
order that they may be armed with alertness; those that are afar 
off that they may come nearer to God; the housemates, that 
they may approach with freedom of speech.” He asserts: 


*! Tsaac, Mystic Treatises, 5, 49-50; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita 

De Perfectione Religiosa, 72. 
gah gi itn Ninos Magne its cules stoi tebe atts ‘ales 
?lowk adnrz2a wa, gi S35 oan Rats : sage Pa wid a ieia Ong 5h 
died dad ‘ornghnsaa PLANS waa} Toga, gN pan .2h58 2an,24 ec santo 
od we ¢ voiedia aad toa ii ‘ovina ¢Zaqnsa Aaa Gas pee . “eRg 
1S woz INGEN eta 3 Salt Sag WY iMsand 22 eahe Nan Saodxw 
sonolts sadinrso3 Baerave ioyeiitya aa re ie aici tdis wai iam 
faded a9 2 igh Mian Mi RES pala LLG 
* Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 61, 287; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De 

Perfectione Religiosa, 429. 
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“God does not grant a great gift without a great trial.”*> By 
stringent medicines, God brings us the sweetness of health.~* 
Isaac states: “By these things a man comes to the stature of a 
perfect man in the faith and hope of the Son of God, and is 
lifted up unto love. For God’s marvellous love of man is made 
known to him when he is in the midst of circumstances that cut 
off his hope; herein God shows His power by saving him.””° 
To receive the shining pearl of love, a person must undergo 
struggles and temptations.”° 


gOA3 1Bwze ..98ins Has ype 10959 .abodns Wdadgos Abe i umige 2rd 
rnaXng Hwoddad indthe ending 164} 960) tumade .orddos 1heiss 
Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 61, 296. In Macarian theology also we 
can see this idea. “Christians, though outwardly tempted, are inwardly filled 
with the Godhead, and are in nothing injured. But if anyone has reached 
these measures, he has arrived at the perfect love of Christ, and at the 
fullness of the Godhead.” Macarius, Fifty Spiritual Homilies, 26/15, 192. 
Cf. Vivian, ed., Becoming Fire, 212. 
> Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 42, 209; Cf. Isaac, Mystic 
Treatises, 39, 199; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione 
Religiosa,298. 
B3ih oN) aX Ap tadsding whqegd GAG adda ih0d) god 
4 Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 61, 296. 
°5 Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 72, 355; Cf. Isaac, Mystic 
Treatises, 77, 356; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 
531. 
ied ties rats tered 2365 hi Ukead erate ii et yare 
raha osdgas Sage EA quits dans oak Wawa tiakke on} rdaba 
razaas poke aXe aigas ded LX quienes Han agal Wiave 
°° Isaac compares: “If the diver found a pearl in every oyster, then 
everyone would quickly become rich! And if he brought one up the 
moment he dived, without the waves beating against him, without any 
sharks encountering him, without having to hold his breath until he almost 
expires, without being deprived of the clear air which is granted to 
everyone, and having to descend to the abyss - (if all these were the case), 
pearls would come more thick and fast than lightning flashes!” Brock, tr., 
The Second Part, 34/4, 148. clear air - d’€r Sapyd/msox. ine (USe 323); 
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Trials are means, for our love of God to be tested, and 
the strength of God to be glorified in our patience.*’ Hence 
Isaac recommends: “Do not reject afflictions, for through them 
you will enter into the knowledge of the truth; and do not fear 
temptations, because therein you find precious things.”** Right 
knowledge is the offspring of temptations.*” To those who 


endure these God gives authority over His own secret 
treasures.” He makes them wise, and teaches them His will?! 


lightning flashes - bargé,rsis (335). Cf. Brock, ed., The Second Part, 34/4, 
136. 
aa wan ths durdlls pila isan Wom warn hu to whaly dan ale 
jam WA ml ids hai WA mala Bion MS Ra ram mm mada ae 
moins hha asm. Saks rae. inte’ — raul A uvhanl eins hes 
trv has i eXiwa dm maw ois & ih. rmaamn\ 
*7 Whenever God sends temptations, He also sends a gift of divine 
grace before them. But in reality, the person experiences the trials first. 
Isaac explains this dynamism: “If it be so, therefore, that a gift is before 
trial, nevertheless it is most certain that for the testing of a man’s freedom, 
his awareness of temptations precedes his awareness of a gift; for grace 
never enters a man before he has tasted temptations. Hence, in reality, 
grace comes first, but in the awareness of the senses, it delays (to manifest 
itself).” Isaac affirms that without trials, God’s providence cannot be seen, 
and we cannot obtain boldness before God. We cannot learn the Wisdom of 
the Spirit and cannot be established the divine longing in us without trials. 
Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 42, 209; Cf. Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 39, 199; 
Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 299. 
aiden Ato :kuciasa Sadonts sah Bamsg wdarthas pas wan on aa 
onan: ipo dead »amak Busy mao PE EEC EN wad, doa Tage wv s2adze9 
BERET) 3 wrkas 
Cf. Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 96; Isaac, The 
Ascetical Homilies, 3, 26; Clément, The Roots of Christian Mysticism, 189. 
°8 Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 3, 25. 
°° Cf. Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 34, 152; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus 
Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 224. 
+ gadkeasa 2s Tabada Asda ASae9 ¢} ahs 
°° Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 54, 271. 
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He implants in them the seed of love for Him through these 
things.*” 


3.2. Temptations that Come from Devil 


God allows trials with a view of spiritual progress. The 
divine providence proportions these trials to the strength and 
needs of the soul.*? But the temptations, which the devil sends 
may exceed the limit of human strength and lead to a spiritual 
fall.°* However, according to Isaac, the temptations that come 
from the devil can also serve as a means for one’s spiritual 
progress. It is the fact that the devil cannot tempt a person 
without the permission of God. There is a certain accord 
between God and the devil with regard to the limits which the 


3! Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 5, 46. 

» Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 5, 48. 

3 Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 42, 210; Palmer, Ware and 
Sherrard, trs., Philokalia, Vol. 1, 1143. 

* Isaac divides temptations from the devil into two categories: 
those afflicting the soul and the body. The withdrawal of the forces of 
wisdom which men possess, the piercing sensation of the thought of 
fornication, quick temper, the desire to have one’s own way, 
disputatiousness, vituperation, a scornful heart, an intellect completely gone 
astray, blasphemy against the name of God, absurd notions that are 
ridiculous, or rather lamentable, the desire to mingle with the world, always 
to speak and behave foolishly, endlessly to seek out some new thing for 
oneself through false prophecy, to promise many things that are beyond 
one’s strength etc. are the trials of the soul. The temptations of the body 
are: “Painful adversities, always prolonged, intricate, and difficult to 
resolve; constant encounters with wicked and godless men; to fall into the 
hands of men who afflict us; the heart’s being suddenly seized (and always 
without reason) by terror; many times to stumble severely on rocks, and to 
have grave falls from high places, and similar mishaps which do the body 
great injury; and finally, the heart’s being entirely destitute of reliance upon 
God’s care and of the confidence of its faith. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 
42, 210; Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 39, 200-201; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita 
De Perfectione Religiosa, 301. 
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devil can act. The devil can ask God for people to put on trial, 
but it is entirely up to God’s power whether or not to deliver 
someone for trial. Hence, both the temptations that God allows 
and those that come from the devil are permitted by God for 
the spiritual benefits of the souls of the friends of God.” 


As indicated by Isaac, the devil tempts the persons in 
four different methods. First, at the very beginning when 
someone enters the way to God, the devil inflicts upon him 
strong temptations in order to turn him back from his chosen 
path.*° Second, when the person’s initial zeal grows cold, and 
he cast off the divine words of Scripture and its reflections 
from his mind, the devil approaches him.*’ Third, when the 
person has made good progress in the spiritual life, the devil 
approaches him and sows in his mind the thought that his 
success can be ascribed to himself and not to God.** Fourth, 


*° Cf Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 46; 99; 
Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 39, 189; 54, 279; Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 53, 
258-259; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 386; 
Palmer, Sherrard and Ware, eds. & trs., The Philokalia, Vol. 3, 140. 

The same thing can be found out in Origen’s theology. His 
theology tells that under every temptation we have the necessary power to 
enable us to overcome it. If we choose to exercise it, diligently we shall 
conquer, but if we use it slothfully we are defeated. All depends upon the 
use we make of our faculty of free will. God ‘is the just president’ of the 
struggle and nothing that befalls us happens without His permission. Cf. 
Fairweather, Origen and Greek Patristic Theology, 174. 

°° Cf Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 39, 190; Isaac, Mystic 
Treatises, 36, 181-182; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione 
Religiosa, 269-272; Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 100. 

’ Cf Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 39, 191; Isaac, Mystic 
Treatises, 36, 182-184; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione 
Religiosa, 272-274; Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 100. 

® Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 39, 193; Isaac, Mystic 
Treatises, 36, 184-186; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione 
Religiosa, 274-277; Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 100. 
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the devil tempts the person with something to which he is 
inclined by nature - stimulating in his intellect, for example, 
thoughts of fornication or various illusions.*” Temptations, 
which come in any of these ways, are useful to the person to 
prove his love for God. In Isaac’s opinion, the lovers of God 
make use of these temptations to glorify God and to become 
perfect in human love. As gold is tested in the fire, they are 
also tested in the furnace of temptations and sufferings (Cf. Sir 
2, 5) to become pure in love. Isaac narrates: 


The devil and tempter is allowed to make war upon the saints 
in all these ways of temptation, that thereby their love of God 
may be proven, and that it may become evident whether, 
when they are separated, secluded, deprived, and destitute of 
these objects of sense, they remain lovers of God, abiding in 
His love and truly loving Him; and whether, when they draw 
near to such things, they endeavour to despise and repudiate 
them because of their love for God, and being enticed by 
them, they remain undefeated and do not alter their love for 
God. They are tried in this manner that they may be singled 
out not only by God, but also by the devil. For the enemy 
greatly desires to tempt and try every man, if this were 
possible to him, and to ask God for them all that he might 
tempt them, even as he asked for the righteous man Job. 
And when for a brief time God gives His permission, the 
devil draws nigh to tempt them vehemently, in proportion to 
the strength of those whom he tempts; thus the iniquitous one 
assails them as he desires. By this means, however, those 
who are true and steadfast in the love of God are proven as to 
whether they despise all these things and reckon them as 
nothing in comparison with the love of God. Ever humbling 
themselves in this manner, they ascribe glory to Him Who 


° Cf Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 39, 194; Isaac, Mystic 
Treatises, 6, 61; 36, 185; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione 
Religiosa, 90; 266-267; Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 
100. 
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works with them in all things and is the Source of their 
victory; and in their struggle they surrender themselves into 
His hands, saying to God, ‘Thou art the Mighty One, O Lord, 
and Thine is the contest: wage war on our behalf and be 
therein victorious, O Lord.’ At such a time they are proven 
as gold in the furnace.” 


3.3. Experience of Abandonment 


For a person who is in the path of God, the experience 
of abandonment is caused by God’s providence. Isaac claims, 
“Let us not be troubled when we are found in darkness, 
especially if the cause of it is not in us. But reckon this as the 
work of God’s providence for a reason which He alone 
knows.” *! During these periods, the person must remain in 
prayer until the power from heaven come in him, and his faith 
become clear without any doubts.** One can also overcome 
these struggles by remembering his initial zeal and former 
years of spiritual life.* On the word of Isaac, this stage is also 


4 Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 39, 194-195; Isaac, Mystic 
Treatises, 36, 186-187; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione 
Religiosa, 279. 
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“ Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 50, 241; Isaac “Vystic Treanses, 
48, 227; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 339. 

NGL WINS sch Ara wv Taha rhaeruings . dads pis =) uae 

” Cf. Brock, tr., The Second Part, 9/5, 34. 

® Cf Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 2, 10-11; Isaac, Mystic 
Treatises, 2, 8; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 11- 
12. Evagrius also insists to remember the experience of the mercy of God in 
the former life in order to overcome struggles. Cf. Evagrius, The Praktikos, 
33, 25. 
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a call for the enlightenment of the soul by entering into 
Scriptural as well as Patristic readings. He recommends: “Then 
do not be troubled in mind, do not lend a hand to despondency. 
But be patient, be engaged in reading the books of the Doctors 
of the Church, compel yourself in prayer, and expect to receive 
help. Then straightway help will come unawares.”** That is, 
the darkness of the soul will be dissolved and scattered, and the 
mind will be illumined by the wisdom that lies in these 
words.” Isaac claims that abandonment is a part of training in 
the pedagogy of God and it makes the soul wiser and excellent: 


God permits coldness and heaviness to come upon a man in 
order to train and make trial of him. But if he zealously 
rouses himself and compels himself a little to shake off these 


“4 Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 13, 81; Cf. Isaac, Mystic 
Treatises, 13, 84; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 
124; Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 105. 

*® Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 13, 81; Brock, tr., The Second 
Part, 33/3, 145. Complete liberation from the periods of abandonment is 
impossible in this earthly life. There is the dynamism of trials and 
consolations until the very hour of our death. Isaac compares this period to 
winter and recommends that we should not despair, rather, expect for the 
season of fruits: “How blessed is the person who, out of hope for God’s 
grace, has endured the dejectedness which is a hidden trial of the mind’s 
virtue and growth. It is like winter’s gloom which (nevertheless) causes the 
hidden seed to grow as it disintegrates, under the ground, at the harsh 
changes of the blustery weather. With the same expectation of fruit in the 
end, by placing this expectation over an extended time, a person will push 
dejectedness away from himself, with the result that he will not cause the 
eye of his soul to become dark, as a result of the practice of meditating on 
the things on which his soul’s gaze is carefully fixed; for from these there 
are likely to spring up in (the soul) its joy, and excellence of mind. These 
he should await at a distance, not (considering) them to be close at hand. 
For when he has not received consolation in the short term at his labours, he 
may end up in despair, like the hired labourer who has been cheated of the 
wage for which he has worked.” Brock, tr., The Second Part, 34/3, 147; Cf. 
Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 106-107. 
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things, then grace will immediately draw nigh to him, as it 
was formerly, and different power will come upon him, 
bearing hidden within it all that is good, and every manner of 
succour. He will marvel then with great astonishment, 
bringing to mind that former heaviness and the lightness and 
strength which has now overtaken him, and considering the 
difference, and his present state, and how such a great 
change so suddenly found him. Henceforth he will be wise, 
and if again there should come upon him such heaviness, he 
will know concerning it from his former experience.” 


Isaac affirms the experience of abandonment as a good 
means to attain perfect love. As per Isaac, our heavenly Father 
instructs His children by secretly withdrawing His love from 
them. Wise children recognize this twofold character of the 
activity of the true love of the Father and become perfect. 
Isaac explains: 


The activity of true love will appear twofold when rightly 
understood: in what causes joy and also in what causes 
sorrow. That is to say, love is constantly ready to give 
pleasure to its beloved. Yet sometimes it causes its beloved 
to suffer by reason of its great love; and it suffers with its 
beloved when it causes pain. It firmly resists the stirrings of 
natural compassion, fearing lest its beloved should be 
harmed afterward. Love, on the one hand, urges 
communion; but knowledge, on the other hand, strengthens 
[love] to resist these sentiments. The diversity of the forms 


4 Tsaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 20, 103; Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 
17, 94; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 138. 
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of wise love accords with voluntary variations corresponding 
to the recipients of these actions of love.*” 


4. Role of the Holy Spirit in Responding to the Love of God 


The Syriac tradition highlights the significant role of 
the Holy Spirit in the purifying process of the human person.** 
It is through the participation of the Holy Spirit that the power 
of God overshadows upon human persons and sanctifies their 
body and soul.” By this action, the intellect is seized and 


4” Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 30, 145; Cf. Isaac, Mystic 
Treatises, 29, 139; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 
205-206. 


iy 
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“8 According to Ephrem and other early Syriac writers openness to 
the presence of the indwelling Spirit discloses the possibilities like re-entry 
into Paradise, partaking of the tree of life and reclothing with the robe of 
glory. The love of God burns in the heart of a person like fire is a sign of 
the effective working of the Spirit. True humility of the soul is another sign. 
Goodness and kindness in the heart, true love, which does not leave in one’s 
thought any remembrance apart from the remembrance of God alone and 
illuminated visions of the mind, which receives the light of the Holy Trinity 
are other signs which manifest the work of the Holy Spirit in a person. Cf. 
Brock, Spirituality in the Syriac Tradition, 74-77. 

*® Cf Brock, tr., The Second Part, 16/2-3, 88. The term 
‘overshadowing’ indicating help and protection, and also the receiving of a 
heavenly gift; for example, “The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the 
power of the Most High will overshadow you” (Lk 1, 35). There are two 
kinds of actions in the ‘overshadowing’ over human persons that comes 
from God: one is mysterious and spiritual, the other practical. The 
mysterious and spiritual action consists in the sanctification which is 
received through divine grace; in other words, when, through the operation 
of the Holy Spirit, someone is sanctified in his body and soul, as was the 
case with Elizabeth, John the Baptist and Blessed Virgin Mary. But the 
practical action is recognized as a spiritual power which protects and hovers 
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expanded with a sense of wonder and the person is raised 
above the movement of the thoughts of his soul.*° The 
illumination of the mind is also by the influence of the grace of 
the Holy Spirit.°! 


The Holy Spirit is the mediator, who makes perfect all 
the good deeds in accord with Spiritual life. “These deeds are: 
fasting, prayer, mercy, reading of the divine Scripture, the 
modes of virtue, battle with the passions, and the rest.”°* The 
Holy Spirit nurses the sons of God with the life-giving 
nourishment. Isaac claims: “This is the man who is born of 
God and whose Nurse is the Holy Spirit; he suckles the life- 
giving nourishment from the Spirit’s breast and delights in the 
odour of His fragrance.”*? Isaac recommends walking in the 
footsteps of the Holy Spirit who liberates us from our bonds 
and leads us towards the Father. His words: “You, who are in 
darkness, raise up your heads that your countenances may 
shine in the light. Come forth from the passions of the world 
so that the Light that originates from the Father may come 
forth to meet you and command the ministers of His mysteries 


over someone continuously, driving from him anything harmful which may 
happen to approach his body or soul. Cf. Brock, tr., The Second Part, 16/7, 
8; Seppala, In Speechless Ecstasy, 125-126. 

°° Cf. Brock, tr., The Second Part, 16/5, 88-89. 

*' Cf. Brock, tr., The Second Part, 6/2, 20. illumination of the 
mind - nahhiriitd d-re ‘yandl usin <noison (w5%59 whaixen). Cf. Brock, ed., 
The Second Part, 6/2, 16; Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 
238; Hart, Crossing the Border, 40; Crouzel, Origen, 126. 

* Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 52, 260; Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 
51, 250; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 372. 
Henah i2hedAiwe atten ietad dad Hig shesiado 186\y 10g tue ald 

BSE mh 12H Adnalg 
°° Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 15, 86; Cf. Seppala, “The Holy 
Spirit in Isaac of Nineveh and East Syrian Mysticism,” 140. 
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to loose you from your bonds, that you may walk in His 
footsteps toward the Father.””* 


It is a pearl of great wisdom to know that a man can do 
nothing by his own power. But everything is possible with 
God’s help.*° It is only by the operation of the works of the 
Holy Spirit one can ascent into divine vision.°° Constant 
prayer, which leads to this divine vision, is also possible by the 
grace of the Holy Spirit. Isaac claims: “For unless a man has 
received in all certainty the grace of the Comforter, he will be 
unable to perform constant and unceasing prayer restfully. 
When the Spirit dwells in a man, as the Apostle says, he never 
ceases to pray, since the Spirit Himself always prays [within 
him].”°’ As a result of constant prayer, the man reaches the 
pinnacle of all the virtues and becomes the dwelling place of 
the Holy Spirit.’ Evagrius says, “The Holy Spirit, 
sympathizing with our weakness (Cf. Rom 8, 26), regularly 
visits us even when we are impure. And if He should find the 
mind praying to him alone from love of truth, he lights upon it 


4 Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 15, 86. 

°° Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 56, 279. 

°° Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 36, 161. 

°7 Tsaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 37, 182; Cf. Isaac, Mystic 
Treatises, 35, 174; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 
259. 
chan : ‘sae Baie Aaa Pr Be! SaSyso 220} 2 BISA iRarsois dodrwa 2 
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O93 ee 
Cf. Ware, ed., The Art of Prayer, 23; Ford, Traditions of the Ancients, 125; 
Audette, tr., Preferring God, 122. 

8 Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 37, 182. For Evagrius, prayer 
is a natural vehicle to commune with God. Cf. Casiday, Reconstructing the 
Theology of Evagrius Ponticus, 137-138. 

~ 239 ~ 


Human Response to the Love of God 


and obliterates the whole battle-array of thoughts or 
representations that encircle it, advancing it in the love of 
spiritual prayer.”°’ Isaac affirms this and says that the Holy 
Spirit is the assisting energy of the soul to attain the mystical 
stage of Spiritual prayer. Here the Holy Spirit helps the soul 
for the vision of the divine mysteries, and thereby, the soul 
becomes captive by the love of God. Isaac records: 


Spiritual prayer is the motions of the soul which partake of 
the energy of the Holy Spirit through exacting chastity and 
purity. One man in ten thousand is accounted worthy of 
spiritual prayer. It is the mystery of the future state and life, 
for herein a man is raised on high and his nature remains 
inoperative and unmoved by any motion or memory of 
things present. The soul does not pray a prayer, but in 
awareness she perceives the spiritual things of that other age 
which transcend human conception; and the understanding 
of these is by the power of the Holy Spirit. This is noetic 
divine vision, not the movement and entreaty of prayer, 
although it has its starting-point in prayer. For this reason 
some have already reached the perfection of purity, and there 
is no time when their inward motions are not confined in 
prayer, even as we said above. And when the Holy Spirit 
overshadows them, He always finds them in prayer. He 
brings them forth from prayer into theoria, which means 
‘vision of the spirit.” They have no need of the form of 
prolonged prayer, nor of the standing and definite order of 
much liturgy, for it is sufficient for them to remember God 
and straightway they are taken captive by the love of Him.” 


°° Evagrius, On Prayer, 63, 192. 

® Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 37, 182-183; Cf. Isaac, Mystic 
Treatises, 35, 174; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 
260. 
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When, the Holy Spirit teaches something, its memory 
remains inviolate. Isaac asserts: “The commandments of the 
Spirit take root in his heart and a man is secretly taught by the 
Spirit and needs no help from sensory matter. For, so long as it 
is from matter that the heart has its teaching, error and 
forgetfulness straightway follow the lesson; but when teaching 
comes from the Spirit, its memory is kept inviolate.”°' 
Excellence is the sign of the immanence of the Holy Spirit. 
Here the person finds pleasure in a life of vexations. In its 
greater struggles, the Holy Spirit teaches them alertness and 
confirms them by temptations and leads them towards 
wisdom.” The Holy Spirit is the life-giving force and the 
personal divine reality behind all our spiritual works.” His 
indwelling enriches the soul with the gift of contemplation and 


wa Tikes qaS'gso} af “dda piel Baerava as oka ~~: Sua xide Ad award 
esta} Asse crn Ae als aga yeas 1Addes 2294 ASS axl 
aa 3 gassed) Oded pera -wh053 FLW Er 11 Sughd ets Sama oh 
tka 3? yeaa Aad At» RAN was saad, wal ~ ake} PETS Lay 
get Be Waethay edd gas aly iy Ade voah pm aon: idenge Bad 
sndoudelg dork ozs ahaa ized dounks 9) Dor da :Adk Ww adi 
ahyd PRY Ab Pry at waa Adm 2x4 At09 ot Tabara m3 wack 553 aia 
raaXia Beas ag doh 5 aank5a dodo Bxmexag mata tama yencrer) 
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Cf. Seppala, “The Holy Spirit in Isaac of Nineveh and East Syrian 
Mysticism,” 145-146; Lossky, The Mystical Theology of the Eastern 
Church, 208. 

6! Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 6, 58; Cf. Crouzel, Origen, 82. 

° Cf. Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 60, 283; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus 
Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 423. 

as i 3 Seppala, “The Holy Spirit in Isaac of Nineveh and East 
Syrian Mysticism,” 131. 
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ripens the fruits in it.°* As indicated by Isaac, the perfection of 
all the fruits of the Spirit is believed worthy of the perfect love 
of God.® Hence Isaac suggests: 


Let us then purify His temple, as He is pure, that He may 
wish to settle in it. Let us hallow it, as He is holy. And let 
us adorn it with all good and honourable works. Let us 
cense it with the frankincense that gives rest to His will, with 
the pure and heart-felt prayer that is impossible to acquire by 
association with constant worldly activities, and thus the 
cloud of His glory will overshadow our souls, and the light 
of His majesty will dawn inside our hearts.” 


Conclusion 


The discussion on the teachings of Isaac brings forth 
the doctrine that human beings need to respond to the love of 
God by perfect human love. The first idea delivered from this 
discussion is that the more one become aware of the love of 
God, the more he urges to respond to this love. As the best 
way for this, Isaac presents the imitation of the self-emptying 
of God, the supreme expression of God’s love. Secondly, it 
disclosed different means which lead to the perfect love. It is 
through the total renunciation of the world and by a thorough 
discipline of the body, soul and mind one become able to enter 
into the way of divine love. That is, one should undergo a 
process of purification to attain perfect love. Purity and love 
are interconnected in Isaac’s teachings, and it reveals that as 
the purity of the mind increases, the love it receives also 


% Cf. Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 74, 345; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus 
Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 514; Budge, tr., The Book of Paradise, 
Vol. 2, 1009; Crouzel, Origen, 98. 

°° Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 37, 183. 

% Tsaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 16, 91. 


oe 


Human Response to the Love of God 


increases. The further discussion pointed towards the practice 
of different virtues as the means for attaining perfect human 
love. It passed through the ways of silence and stillness, 
practice of true humility, repentance, abstinence, growth in 
faith and growth in hope and realized that each virtue can play 
a unique role in the journey towards the divine love. As the 
discussion progressed, it could be found that all the 
renunciations, purification processes and practice of virtues are 
stirring to the point of prayer. Though all these former 
processes can illumine one’s heart, it is through pure prayer 
one actually enter into the enflaming love of God. When the 
person reaches this state of pure prayer, God Himself will raise 
him to His everlasting love. Hence, it is a vibrant idea that, 
constancy and perseverance in prayer plays a vital role in the 
spiritual life for perfect human love. When one has this ardent 
love inside, he can remain calm and peace amid trials and 
sufferings. These trials and sufferings are essential edifying 
tools for God in His school of love. As he reaches higher 
stages of prayer, he is transformed in a state that he cannot but 
remain in the flame of divine love. It is the Holy Spirit who 
works within him throughout these processes. The Holy Spirit 
helps him to fulfill the love commandment of Jesus, and Isaac 
calls this realization as the luminous love, which is the 
culminating point and the originality of this study. 
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Chapter Four 
The Luminous Love 


Introduction 


The main focus of this chapter is the theme, ‘the 
luminous love.’ The entire doctrine of Isaac is centred on love, 
which encompasses the enflaming love of God the Creator to 
the creatures and the perfect response to this love by the 
creatures, especially the human beings to the Creator. The 
realization of this love in the human beings is known as ‘the 
luminous love,’ the term portrayed in the teachings of Isaac. 
The discussion proceeds by dividing this chapter into three 
parts. The first part pictures a general idea on the luminous 
love. A special concern goes to the luminous love of humanity 
in the second part, where its main characteristics which are 
mentioned by Isaac in his writings are discussed. The third 
part considers the point ‘the luminous service,’ a notable term 
depicted by Isaac with special emphasis. 


1. The Gist of ‘the Luminous Love’ 


In Syriac Christianity, the term ‘luminous’ is an 
important adjective. Brock explains: “In the Gospels the 
adjective is used both of a path, clear of stones (i.e. smooth; Lk 
3, 5) and of the heart (Lk 8, 15). This latter usage is of 
particular interest; it already occurs in the Old Syriac Gospels, 
where it renders Greek kalos (kaAoo). fair, beautiful.”' The 
Syriac word Sapyd (maz) has no single translation equivalent 


' Brock. Spirituality in the Syriac Tradition, 44; Cf. Brock, Brock, 
The Luminous Eye, 73-79. 
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in English, but it includes the meanings clear, pure, limpid, 
lucid and luminous.” The phrase lebba Sapyd (maz rea\), 
‘pure, or luminous heart,’ is an important phrase in the Jewish 
Aramaic background. For example, in the Palestinian Targum 
to Genesis 22, 6, it is said that Abraham and Isaac proceed to 
Mount Moriah with a luminous heart.’ Ephrem mainly uses 
the term ‘luminous’ in connection with the inner eye, the 
luminous eye of faith. The proper awareness of God’s merciful 
love gives rise to wonder which enhances faith in human 
persons. This faith is a necessary element for the life of the 
Soul. It is the inner eye and this luminous eye of faith alone is 
capable of perceiving the types and symbols of God hidden in 
both Scripture and Nature. This perception will generate 
wonder accompanied by love and prayer.’ Ephrem uses this 
term as a title for Christ also. He calls Christ “The Luminous 
One’ and ‘the vessal of luminosity.’> The expression eax. al 
is very familiar to the Syriac Patristic tradition and Brock 


> Cf. Brock, The Luminous Eye, 73-79; Alfeyev, The Spiritual 
World of Isaac the Syrian, 73; Aravackal, “John the Solitary,” 125; Brock, 
The Syriac Fathers on Prayer and the Spiritual Life, 79. 

> Cf Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 73; 
Beggiani, “The Incarnational Theology and Spirituality of John the Solitary 
of Apamea,” 410; Kollamparampil, “Syriac Spiritual, Ascetical and 
Mystical Legacy,” 53-54; Aravackal, “John the Solitary,” 125; Brock, The 
Syriac Fathers on Prayer and the Spiritual Life, 79. 

“Cf. Brock, The Luminous Eye, 73-79; Brock. Spirituality in the 
Syriac Tradition, 44. 

> “In its luminosity I saw the Luminous One.” mui mhasas. no 

raav\ Ephrem, Hymns on Faith, 81/3. “The Innocent One the vessel of 
luminosity.” <hoaes ints am Ephrem, Nisibene Hymns, 32/14. Cf. 
Ephrem, Hymns on Faith, 3/5; 18/1; 65/10-11; 67/8; Ephrem, Letter to 
Publius, 1-2; Ephrem, Hymns on the Church, 23/3. 
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claims that it is a condition to receive the light of the revelation 
of divine mysteries.° 


Isaac developed the theme of ‘luminous love’ in 
Chapter 10 of the Second Part of his writings. He uses the 
Syriac term hubbd Sapyd (ax cso.) to denote this.’ In 
Isaac’s teachings, the luminous love is the perfect love: 
perfection in the love of God, and perfection in the love of 
neighbour. He writes: “A person who has stillness and 
converse of knowledge will easily and quickly arrive at the 
love of God, and with the love of God he will draw close to 
perfect love of fellow human beings. No one has ever been 
able to draw close to this luminous love of humanity without 
having first been held worthy of the wonderful and inebriating 
love of God.”* In his opinion a person attains the perfect love 
of humanity only after he attains the perfect love of God. As it 
has been seen in the previous chapters, total renunciation of the 
world and assimilation of the divine mysteries from the 
Scripture in stillness moulds and illumines the person in the 
perfect love of God. Here the person attains, as the Apostle 


° Cf. Brock, The Syriac Fathers on Prayer and the Spiritual Life, 
79. 
’ Cf. Brock, ed., The Second Part, 10/34, 40; Brock, tr., The 
Second Part, 10/34, 49. 
® Brock, tr., The Second Part, 10/33-34, 49; Brock, ed., The Second 
Part, 10/33-34, 40. 
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Cf. Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 73-74. One has first to 
experience God’s energetic, personalized love within him in order to love 
others. It is actually God’s very own life dynamically living in him and 
revealing His divinely loving presence within him outwardly toward others. 
Cf. Maloney, Uncreated Energy, 88; Langemeyer, “Love of God - Love of 
Neighbour,” 441; Wakefield, “Love,” 251. 
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says, the “breadth and length and height and depth” (Eph 3, 18) 
of the love of Jesus Christ with all the Saints. Isaac adds that 
he will be “excel in every kind of wisdom and in every kind of 
spiritual insight” in this state. 


The luminous love is the fulfillment of the 
‘commandment of love’ of Jesus:'° “I give you a new 
commandment, that you love one another. Just as I have loved 
you, you also should love one another. By this everyone will 
know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one 
another” (Jn 13, 34-35). It is also the fulfillment of the 
supreme commandment of God in the Old Testament, which 
says, “You shall love the LORD your God with all your heart, 
and with all your soul, and with all your might” (Deut 6, 5)."' 
The perfection in the love of God enflames the soul and out of 


* Brock, tr., The Second Part, 10/9, 40. 

'® Isaac gives his own interpretations to this. He sets out his own 
route for attaining to the love of God and neighbour. Cf. Alfeyev, The 
Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 76; Seppala, In Speechless Ecstasy, 
145; Naduviledam, Eschatological Vision of St. Isaac the Syrian, 125. 

" Tn Isaac’s opinion, the commandment, “love the Lord your God 
with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your might and more 
than the whole world and nature and what belongs to nature is accomplished 
when one abides in solitude. The commandment ordering the love of fellow 
human beings is included in it. He says, “Wilt thou acquire the love of thy 
fellow-man, according to the commandment of the Gospel, within thyself, 
then withdraw from him. Then the flame of his love will burn in thee and 
thou wilt run to see him as if thou wouldst see the angel of light.” 
According to the reasoning of Isaac, love of man is an outcome of fulfilling 
the command to love God. Cf. Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 41, 208-209; Bedjan, 
Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 313. 
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Cf. Seppala, In Speechless Ecstasy, 145. 
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this, one will arrive at the luminous love of humanity. Isaac 
asserts: 


If you desirous of tasting the love of God, my brother, 
ponder and meditate with understanding on the things that 
belong to Him, and which have to do with Him and His holy 
Nature: meditate and ponder mentally, cause your intellect to 
wander (on this) all your time, and from this you will 
become aware how all the parts of your soul become 
enflamed with love, as a burning flame alights on your heart, 
and desire for God excels in you; and out of the love of God, 
you will arrive at perfect love of (your fellow) human 
beings.” 


The person who is captivated by the love of God “‘is 
like one who forgets his own nature, for nothing from the 
world draws him on, or comes to his mind. Rather, he 
becomes aware of the other world: he believes firmly, and he 
knows that there is something else outside of flesh and 
blood.”'* He wanders captivated in his mind by the glorious 


"2 Brock, tr., The Second Part, 10/29, 48; Brock, ed., The Second 
Part, 10/29, 39. 
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taste of the love- t‘Gmtd d-hubbd/ s0s1 eas) (Hien Kad). Cf. Brock, 
ed., The Second Part, 18/7, 87. 
'S Brock, tr., The Second Part, 10/30, 48; Brock, ed., The Second 
Part, 10/30, 39. 
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Pure and true love becomes the way of life for a person in the luminous 
love. For him this love is the treasure of faith, the haven of promises, the 
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things which are above the world and considers himself as 
though a foreigner to this world.'* As indicated by Isaac the 
luminous love of fellow human beings cannot be found just as 
a result of keeping the commandments.’° It is not from many 
struggles from the part of persons, but only from the 
inebriation of the love of God they can attain the luminous love 
of humanity. He claims: 


To come from the toil and the struggle with the thoughts to 
the luminous love of humanity, and from this, to be raised up 
to the love of God - for someone to complete such a course 
in this life, even up to the time he departs from the world, is 
impossible, however much he struggles. Because of the 
commandments and (out of) discernment it is possible for 
someone to compel his thoughts and to purify his sensibility 
with respect to them, (and) he can even perform good 
towards them. But for him to attain to a luminous love of 
humanity means of struggle, I am not persuaded to admit (as 
possible): there is no one who has so attained, and none who 
will attain it by this path in this life. Without wine no one 
will get drunk, nor will his heart leap with joy; and without 
inebriation in God, no one will obtain by the natural course 
of events a virtue that does not belong to him, nor will it 
remain in him serenely and without compulsion. '° 


interpreter of the Kingdom and the herald of that which is hidden. Cf. 
Budge, tr., The Book of Paradise, Vol. 2, 970. 

'4 Cf. Brock, tr., The Second Part, 10/31, 48. 

* Cf. Brock, tr., The Second Part, 10/36, 50; Brock, ed., The 
Second Part, 10/36, 49; Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 
76. eréeioa iA oan saber vl ranks iadaa oor dun is 

'© Brock, tr., The Second Part, 10/35, 49; Cf. Brock, ed., The 
Second Part, 10/35, 40. 
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The term luminous, which Isaac uses in attached with 
meditation on God, also indicates the luminous love of God 
which one attains through the reflection on God in prayer.'” It 
is a spiritual attraction comes from love in the heart and this 
love enflames the soul with a consuming passion of love for 
God. When this love becomes luminous and perfect it cannot 
be diminished by any thought of the love of fellow human 
beings, which is excellent.'* Rather, it causes to forget the 
world and its affairs and to become inebriate with the love of 
God. Isaac exposes this through a prayer he utters: “O Christ, 
Fountainhead of life, make me worthy to taste of You, so that 
my eyes may grow light; O Compassion and Mercy who have 
been sent to the world, O Hope of creation, cause me to taste of 
the delight of Your hope, so that I may be blind as far as the 
world is concerned but be illumined in Spirit; and through 


gains Aon ré\a rma dala vir’ anal kn A wows “MAK aD As A <atatep} 
rhasai Wisa ovhaims mal jazma ai A pir’ iw Wa tio een vi 
OX daha hoidus duran ian dul eoalrtoa 
inebriation in God - rawyittd db-alahd/ o\reas aso’ (aXi49 2Aas08). 
Cf. Alfeyev, The Spiritual World Vision of Isaac the Syrian, 74. The idea 
expressed here is that “one needs spiritual experience in order to be able to 
love, yet one must love in order to be able to receive the experience.” 
Seppala, In Speechless Ecstasy, 145. 

'’ Cf. Brock, tr., The Second Part, 10/38, 51. luminous meditation 
on God - hergd Sapyd dab-alaha/Wo\eéos résax. eX 1m (2oXiag Baz 3a). 
Cf. Brock, ed., The Second Part, 10/38, 41. 

Mm Avis Whal cram roan ei Cala hal 93 am eam olréor sar eX in 
ordaiz olor ail hal o 
Cf. Wensinck, tr., Bar Hebraeus ’s Book of the Dove, LXXXI. 

SCE Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 46, 221; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus 
Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 331; Smith, Studies in Early Mysticism 
in the Near and Middle East, 99. 

vopesdtan 26X39 Hom co cL amie Ap fibz iA) tesdta Hon Skid wax 
Love for one’s neighbour is an excellent virtue and the sign of this love is 
that one should joyfully endure death for his sake. Cf. Palmer, Sherrard and 
Ware, eds., & trs., The Philokalia, Vol. 3, 163. 
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Your love may my life become inebriated, so as to forget the 
world and its affairs.””” 


1.1. Putting on Christ 


Putting on Christ is one of the denotations of the 
luminous love. ‘Putting on Christ’ or ‘put on Christ’ is a 
biblical concept which St. Paul uses in the context of Baptism 
(Rom 13, 14; Gal 3, 27). This imagery, which is also known as 
‘clothing imagery,’ has an important role in Syriac Christian 
theology. It reflects the intimate spiritual union with Jesus 
Christ. That is, we putting on Christ as a garment, the garment 
of Grace. It is this garment we lost by sin and we regained it in 
Baptism. That is, by putting on Christ the human person 
attains the original state of Adam and Eve in the Paradise. This 
image is widely used by the early Syriac Christian writers, 
especially Ephrem. Along with this, the terms, such as, ‘robe 
of glory,’ robe of the Spirit,’ ‘garments of light,’ ‘put on a 
body,’ ‘put on humanity,’ ‘wedding garment,’ etc. also be used. 
Through this imagery Ephrem depicts various stages in the 
history of salvation, such as, the states of Adam before and 
after the Fall, the redemptive Incarnation, the salvific mysteries 
in the life, death and resurrection of Christ and the final 
resurrection of all. The Scriptural narrations in Genesis 3, 7 and 
3, 21 stand as the inspiring verses for this imagery. In the 
former narrative the first parents find themselves naked and 
hence they sewing cloths of fig leaves and in the latter, God 
makes garments of skin to clothe Adam and Eve. This 
‘clothing metaphor,’ which explains the entire salvation 


'? Brock, tr., The Second Part, 10/41, 51; Brock, ed., The Second 
Part, 10/41, 42. 
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history, was well developed in the Syriac tradition.”° 

According to the teachings of Isaac, acquiring the 
luminous love means putting on Christ. Isaac writes: “When a 
man has acquired love, he is clad with God at the same time.’””! 
He adds, “He that has put on God, never can be persuaded to 
acquire any other thing except Him, but he puts off his body 


°° This metaphor of clothing consists of four stages. They are, as 
Brock explains, (1) Adam before the fall with the ‘robe of glory/light; (2) 
after the fall without the ‘robe of glory’; (3) Divinity ‘putting on’ a body in 
the Incarnation to re-clothe mankind in the ‘robe of glory’; (4) Christ’s 
setting the ‘robe of glory’ in the baptismal waters for the Christians to 
regain the robe of glory.’ Cf. Ephrem, Hymns on Faith, 4/2; 17/5; 19/2-3; 
19/7; 24/1; 26/11; 29/2; 31/2; 77/23; Ephrem, Commentary on Genesis, 
2/14; 2/17; Ephrem, Homily on Our Lord, 9/1; Ephrem, Hymns on Nativity, 
1/43; 4/19-20; 5/4; 11/6-8; 12/2; 16/11, 17/4; 22/39; 23/13; Ephrem, Hymns 
on Paradise, 5/8; 6/9; 7/5; Ephrem, Hymns on Virginity, 7/10; 16/9; 
Ephrem, Hymns for the Feast of the Epiphany, 6/9; 8/17; 12/4; Brock, The 
Luminous Eye, 85-97; Ohleyer, The Pauline Formula “Induere Christum, ” 
3-5; Brock, The Holy Spirit in the Syrian Baptismal Tradition, 62; Brock, 
tr., Bride of Light, 12; Macarius, Fifty Spiritual Homilies, 7/3, 66. Macarius, 
Primitive Morality, 8, 163; Kollamparampil, “Syriac Spiritual, Ascetical 
and Mystical Legacy,” 54-55; Brock, “Syriac Liturgical Poetry,” 54-65; 
Brock, “Clothing Metaphors as a means of Theological Expression in 
Syriac Tradition,” 11-13; Brock, “The Robe of Glory,” 248-249; Brock, 
“Introduction,” in Ephrem, Hymns on Paradise, 66-72; Vethanath, 
Divinization in St, Ephrem, 94; Aravackal, The Mystery of the Triple 
Gradated Church, 220-229; Koonammakkal, “Divine Love and Revelation 
in Ephrem,” 42. 
robe of glory — [bis d-Subhd (rés>021 reaa\); put on a body (rine zal); 
put on Christ (ga\ es.2); wedding garment (hahens whiz). 
*! Tsaac, Mystic Treatises, 74, 343; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De 
Perfectione Religiosa, 511. 
veh ons WBS of Baad oli oh 
Cf. Clément, The Roots of Christian Mysticism, 210. 
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even.” That is, by acquiring the luminous love he is also 
witnessing as the true disciple of Jesus Christ (Cf. Lk 14, 33). 
Isaac claims, “If he is clad with the world or with love of his 
life, these will not allow him to put on God. For he is witness: 
he that does not forsake and hate all, even himself, cannot be 
my disciple. Not only that he should leave them, but that he 
should ever hate them. And if he cannot be a disciple, how can 
He dwell in him?””” 


The luminous love raises the person into the primordial 
state of his created nature, that is, the nature of his prototype, 
Jesus Christ.“ As the Apostle says, it is the resurrection of the 
soul with Jesus Christ (Cf. Col 3, 1). Here, the resurrection 
means the exodus from the old state. He becomes a new man - 
with a new heart and a new spirit (Cf. Ezek 36, 26) - in the 
image of Christ and the light of the Gospel enflames his heart 
(Cf. 2 Cor 4, 6) mystically. Isaac illustrates: 


When the Apostle said, ‘God, Who commanded the light to 
shine out of darkness, hath shined into our hearts’ the 
resurrection, he showed this resurrection to be the exodus 
from the old state [which in the likeness of Sheol 
incarcerates a man so that the light of the Gospel will not 
shine mystically upon him. This is a breath of life through 
hope in the resurrection, and by it the dawning of divine 


2 Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 74/511, 343; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus 
Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 511. sss$As WS toa roNiN9 dig wil 
voS3 S44 oi imine owe dana 
°° Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 74/511, 343-344; Bedjan, ‘Mar Isaacus 
Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 511. 
oan ans x FRAN xahsa TINT] eka wianind ai Soak woAsd vie 
+\@a2 jams wa Sd5xaa 20n45 aXa sto Xa mM dda faced ad act oka 
Sot Masia iol So tigona wae A rdsald 0 
Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 71, 346. 
** Kessel, “Isaac of Nineveh’s Chapters on Knowledge,” 264. 
~ 253 ~ 


The Luminous Love 


wisdom shines in his heart!], so that a man should become 
new, having nothing of the old man. This the prophet also 
says, ‘And I shall give them a new heart and a new spirit.’ 
Then the image of Christ is formed in us through the Spirit 
of wisdom and the revelation of the knowledge of Him.”° 


Christ is the true light (Cf. Jn 1, 9; 3, 19; 8, 12; 9, 5; 12, 46). 
In the luminous love a person is putting on Christ and seems to 
be “wrapped in light as with a garment” (Ps 104, 2). He will 
be “clothed with power from on high” (Lk 24, 49) and this 
power will overshadow (Cf. Lk 1, 35) him. A notable prayer 
of Isaac unveils this: “O Christ who are covered with light as 
though with a garment who for my sake stood naked in front of 
Pilate, clothe me with that might which You caused to 
overshadow the saints, whereby they conquered this world of 
struggle. May Your divinity, Lord, take pleasure in me, and 
lead me above the world to be with You.””° 


5 Isaac. The Ascetical Homilies, 37, 175; Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 
35, 165-166; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 246. 
© Brock, tr., The Second Part, 5/22, 15-16; Brock, ed., The Second 
Part, 5/22, 12. 
wwa\ia pro Lo Wis kina dlalin “ar ima: kin’ joss. ese 
SD ord aX wa im mall ms aato réesio As dur r’s rélis am aazaly 
nralrvaczal roals — AA wisia nhac’ >> real, oh 
Cf. Brock, “The Prayers of St. Isaac the Syrian,” 27. The person in the 
luminous love seems to be filled with a light that shines forth from his 
whole person. This is divine light and many of the saints share this mystical 
experience. Cf. Johnston, Mystical Theology, 82; Harpur, Love Burning in 
the Soul, 39. The idea of light is also rooted in the New Testament (Cf. Eph 
5, 8). Cf. Harpur, Love Burning in the Soul, 109; Williams, The Wound of 
Knowledge, 133; Maloney, God’s Exploding Love, 51; Tanase “Becoming 
‘all light, all face, all eye,” 33; Plested, The Macarian Legacy, 172; 
McGuckin, The Orthodox Church, 157; C. Moreschini, “Purification,” 357; 
Alfeyev, “The Patristic Background of St. Symeon the New Theologian’s 
Doctrine of the Divine Light,” 229-231; Holmes, A History of Christian 
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1.2. Becoming Godlike 


Godlikeness is another denotation of the luminous love. 
The Patristic tradition explains ‘Godlikeness’ through the 
doctrine of deification. In the Syriac tradition this concept of 
deification was developed in particular by Ephrem the Syrian. 
According to him, God has created man with the potential of 
being a ‘created god.’*’ Isaac had developed this as a process 
of attaining perfect love. According to him, the loss of the 
initial god-likeness of human beings and the damaged and 
perverted state of human nature are due to the entrance of 
passions into the soul. By its original nature the soul was 
characterised by Godlike dispassion. But, when the body and 
the soul became subject to the passions, they lost what 
belonged to them by their nature and went outside their well- 
being.”** The luminous state in fact constitutes a return to the 


Spirituality, 35; Brock, “St. Ephrem on Christ as Light in Mary and in the 
Jordan,” 140. 

The experience of luminous love is also like a shadowing of Jesus 
Christ over the soul. This spiritual shadow is formed by the divine light of 
the Godhead and Manhood of Jesus joined to it. Cf. Jeffrey, ed. & tr., The 
Law of Love, 139. According to Gregory of Nazianzus the nature of God is 
light and he compares this light to the sun. As the sun illuminates the world 
of senses, God the light also illuminates the human beings and makes them 
perfect as godlike. Cf. Beeley, Gregory of Nazianzus on the Trinity and the 
Knowledge of God, 104. 

*7 Cf. Ephrem, Sermons on Faith 3/31-32. mrax aa LX. Wake 

mins uar wale Though man was not able to fulfill this, Jesus came to 
fulfill it. God sent His Son to grant him his desire. Cf. Ephrem, Nisibene 
Hymns, 69/12; Ephrem, Hymns on Faith, 5/7; Alfeyev, “The Deification of 
Man in Eastern Patristic Tradition,” 115; Hansbury, “Theosis in Isaac IT,” 
294. 
mr <i al Abus menka mial jae. ams moe Wold pis oi wa 

** Cf. Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 75. “We do 
not find in Isaac a developed doctrine of the fall and original sin, which, 
according to Christian tradition, led to the loss of the initial god-likeness of 


~ 255 ~ 


The Luminous Love 


natural state of the soul, as it was originally created. In 
Brock’s opinion, here, Isaac was reflecting, in somewhat 
different terms, on the earlier Syriac spiritual tradition of 
Ephrem the Syrian and others, which emphasizes, ‘re-entry into 
the Paradise and recovery of the paradisiacal state.’ *” 


God is love by nature, and hence, someone who has 
acquired the luminous love also becomes godlike. Isaac writes: 


human beings and damaged and perverted the whole of human nature. 
Isaac's teaching on the passions and sin, however, fully corresponds to that 
doctrine. According to him, God did not impose the passions and sin upon 
our nature. The passions are characteristic of humans in their alien state. By 
its nature, the soul is dispassionate. In its original nature, the soul was 
characterized by godlike dispassion; only later did the passions entered into 
the soul. Both the body and the soul became subject to the passions when 
they lost what belonged to them by their nature and went outside their well- 
being.” Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 47-48; Cf. Isaac, 
The Ascetical Homilies, 3, 17-19. 

*° Brock explains: “Isaac is here reflecting, in somewhat different 
terms, an emphasis that is predominant in the earlier Syriac spiritual 
tradition of St. Ephrem and others: the goal of the sanctified life is the 
recovery of the paradisiacal state, when Adam and Eve were still clothed in 
the ‘Robe of praise.’ Paradise regained was, however, far more glorious 
than the Paradise of the creation narrative. In the latter, Adam, through 
disobedience, never received the divinization that obedience would have 
brought him; this potential for theosis was now restored for man through the 
advent of the Second Adam.” Brock, “Divine Call and Human Response,” 
74. Cf. Ramelli, tr., Evagrius’ Kephalaia Gnostika, xlvi-xlvii. Ephrem sees 
a distinction between the primordial Paradise and the eschatological 
Paradise. In the former Adam and Eve were in an intermediate state, which 
is neither mortal nor immortal. But the sin made them mortal. Now the 
second Adam, Christ restored this lost glory and made his potential to 
divinization. Entry into Church through Baptism is a re-entry into Paradise. 
It is an anticipation of the eschatological Paradise, which is more glorious 
than the primordial Paradise. Cf. Ephrem, Hymns on Paradise,9/20; 6/8; 
12/15-18; Ephrem, Hymns on Unleavened Bread, 17/8-12; Brock, The 
Luminous Eye, 99-110; Kremer, “St. Ephrem’s Commentary on Genesis,” 
229. 
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“By the superabundant outpouring of their love and 
compassion upon all men they resemble God. The saints seek 
for themselves this sign of complete likeness to God: to be 
perfect in the love of their neighbour.”’’ They love all and are 
loved by all. Their presence is like angels of light. Their 
words become accepted even as the words of God.*' Isaac 
asserts: “His words are sweet to the hearing of the wise, more 
than honey and the honeycomb are to the palate. He is counted 
as a god by all men, even though he be inexpert in his speech, 
and despicable and vile in his appearance.”** This likeness to 
God in the state of luminous love is eternal. The amazing 
words of Isaac: “Because it was not possible that we should be 
like You without beginning, You granted that we should be 
without end, like You.”*? 


© Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 71, 346; Cf. Isaac, Mystic 
Treatises, 74, 343; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 
510. 
iXvex Hod sactan anh si Baga .axdh 2 -tarite a2 aX wen Ado 
281 daca pestis sada tania Bion sasudrs wadAs zaXra9 TadoXnra 29 ets 

sredsaos \oucnida Henag ire8id: Loos Gordid 65 
Cf. Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 42; Wensinck, tr., Bar 
Hebraeus’s Book of the Dove, CIV; Alfeyev, “Isaac the Syrian (Isaac of 
Nineveh),” 166; Elm, Virgins of God, 116; Naduviledam, Eschatological 
Vision of St. Isaac the Syrian, 124. 

3! Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 77, 382. 

* Tsaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 77, 382-383; Isaac, Mystic 
Treatises, 82, 386; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 
577. 
ce AAS tothe idorad ody GCL athen Ab panies ifesin: ie ¢} 
opmn wader Hava esi iaze 2c} gi da Abo .athaale AYA add 
Wp toe Kha ok GEN cen WO iaetimd Atos Bid Abe 2) coptnd ore 

28S) Sb omes wh 2 gi 
Cf. Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 113. 

3 Brock, tr., The Second Part, 18/18, 101; Brock, ed., The Second 

Part, 18/18, 90. 
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The person who attains the luminous love is going 
outside himself and preserves also a godlike freedom. Isaac 
writes: “He is not engaged in manifold and fluctuating affairs, 
but at all times he desires to be unoccupied and free of the 
cares and the confusion of the things of this world, that he may 
keep his thoughts from going outside himself.”** That is, as in 
the original nature, his soul resumes the state of godlike 
dispassion.*° It makes his nature holy and a dwelling place of 
the Divine. Words of Isaac: “I give praise to your holy Nature, 
Lord, for you have made my nature a sanctuary for your 
hiddenness and a tabernacle for your mysteries, a place where 
you can dwell, and a holy temple for your Divinity.”°° Ifa 
person has reached the luminous love, it means that he has 
reached to God.*’ As the Scripture says, in Him he lives and 
moves and has his being (Cf. Acts 17, 28). This new life 
“consists in continuous exultation in the love and joy that exists 
in God.”** 


sn rhoaan’ salaw. els ams J Ptato ny “whoa yiaw W\a Raga Nad me on ina 
Cf. Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 47. 
** Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 71, 348-349; Cf. Alfeyev, The 
Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 123. 
°° Cf Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 3, 17; Cf. Alfeyev, The 
Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 48. 
© Brock, tr., The Second Part, 5/6, 8; Brock, ed., The Second Part, 
5/6, 6. 
Marna w roamar reiom yas wal »7BAIDAL resto w~ual sD ard wary .a 
nracleca réziao dasa Yoiem kusn Maa Waves 
*7 Cf. Brock, Spirituality in Syriac Tradition, 138. It is through 
love and by loving we come near to God. Macarius defines the highest 
point as the attainment of love. Cf. Macarius, Fifty Spiritual Homilies, 45/7, 
285; Chadwick, Augustine of Hippo, 73; Ware, “Ways of Prayer and 
Contemplation,” 402. 
8 Brock, tr., The Second Part, 8/11, 28; Brock, ed., The Second 
Part, 8/11, 23. 
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As the luminous love gives Godlike freedom it frees the 
persons from all the fears. Quote from the Scripture: “There is 
no fear in love, but perfect love casts out fear; for fear has to do 
with punishment, and whoever fears has not reached perfection 
in love” (1 Jn 4, 18). Description of Isaac: 


As long as a man is negligent, he fears the hour of death; 
when he draws nigh to God, he fears to stand before the 
judgement; but when he proceeds forward with his whole 
heart, both fears are swallowed up by love. Why is this so? 
Because while a man remains in the knowledge and manner 
of life of the flesh, death terrifies him. When his knowledge 
becomes natural and he leads a good manner of life, his mind 
is at all hours occupied with recollection of the judgement to 
come. For then he stands aright with respect to his nature, he 
is moved in the level proper to the soul, he is guided by his 
knowledge and by his discipline, and he is well fit to draw 
nigh to God. But when a man has reached the knowledge of 
the truth by the active perception of the mysteries of God 
and becomes steadfast in his hope in things to come, he is 
swallowed up by love. The carnal man fears [death] like a 
beast fears slaughter. The rational man fears the judgement 
of God. But the man who has become a son is adorned by 
love and is not taught by the rod of fear; he says, ‘But I and 
my father’s house will serve the Lord.’ 


= Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 62, 297; Cf. Isaac, Mystic 


Treatises, 62, 288; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 
429-430. 
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The love of God is fervent in nature. Likewise, the 
luminous love in the human persons is also fervent and it 
makes changes in them with external signs. This luminous 
love gives joy in terrible death for the Beloved. It makes them 
feel the Beloved is always nearer, though He is in distant. 
Isaac narrates: 


The love of God is fervent by nature, and when beyond 
measure it descends upon a man, it throws his soul into 
ecstasy. Therefore the heart of the man who has felt this 
love cannot contain it or endure it without an unaccustomed 
change being seen in him according to the measure of love’s 
quantity. And these are its signs: his face becomes fiery, 
exceedingly joyous, and his body becomes heated. Fear and 
shame withdraw from him and he is like one deranged. The 
power that gathers the mind flees from him and he is as 
though out of his wits. From henceforth he esteems his life 
as nothing in comparison with his Beloved. He considers 
death a joy, though it be to him a thing most terrible. And 
further, the gaze of his intellect is fixed inseparably and 
deliriously upon Him. Though he is distant, he speaks with 
Him as one near at hand. Being hidden from sight, he muses 
upon His well-known hiddenness. His vision is natural, but 
inaccessible to sense perception. In his actions, as in his 
appearance, he is enflamed. He dwells in solitude, but his 
thinking converses, as it were, with Someone and is filled 
with awe.” 


tenia agce pS 22 wAggiod ahah wo 1342 Gawd rads rgerg isd aha oa 
The opinion of Isaac is that it is not out of fear of punishment or out of hope 
for future reward that we are to keep God’s commandments but out of our 
love for God. Cf. Alfeyev, “Isaac the Syrian (Isaac of Nineveh),” 667. 

° Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 35, 158-159; Isaac, Mystic 
Treatises, 33, 148-149; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione 
Religiosa, 219-220. 

~ 260 ~ 


The Luminous Love 


The luminous love is fervent and passionate as the love of God. 
The apostles and the martyrs were under the influence of this 
spiritual passion. It makes them courage, dispassionate and 
silent. Exciting words of Isaac: 


This is the spiritual passion with which the apostles and the 
martyrs were inebriated. With it the first travelled the world 
over, toiling and being reviled, while the second, although 
their members were severed, and although they shed their 
blood like water and suffered the most dreadful torments, yet 
they did not grow faint-hearted but endured courageously, 
and being truly wise, were thought fools. Still others 
wandered in mountains and caves and dens of the earth, and 
amid disorder they were most well-ordered. Being grave, 
they were unrestrained; being dispassionate, they abode in 
the flesh; entreating always, they were silent without 
compulsion.! May God grant us also to attain to such de- 
rangement! *! 
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“' Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 35, 159; Mystic Treatises, 33, 

149; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 220. 
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1.3. Perfect Love 


The luminous love also represents the term perfect love 
in the teachings of Isaac. Here Isaac emphasises the luminous 
love of humanity, that is, the love of neighbour. If one’s work 
benefits more to his neighbour then it will be an excellent 
work. This excellence comes from perfect love and it 
functions in inward and outward realms. Isaac explains this 
from model lives: 


They say that the blessed Anthony resolved within himself 
never to do anything that would benefit himself more than 
his neighbour, because he possessed the hope that his 
neighbour’s profit would be to him his own most excellent 
work. Furthermore it is said concerning Abba Agathon that 
he was wont to say, ‘I should wish to find a leper to take his 
body and give him mine own.’ Do you see perfect love? 
Even in outward things he could not bear not to give rest to 
his neighbour. He possessed a knife and once a brother 
came to him and took a liking to it, and the saint would not 
allow him to leave his cell without it.” 


Loving one’s neighbour as oneself is the old law. The new 
covenant interprets perfect love in a different way. It demands 
even to give oneself on behalf of his neighbour. Isaac claims: 


” Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 71, 346; Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 
74, 343; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 510. 
aa gob tac} oe HE aises canis 5 nagap AS resahd a Bes 
a“ 288 ae hay iting ia iy oh age m2 ah Sho ont} 
Sts Ry ‘o1a%0 sa) Ness. aan bisa alu. iam dae aks Siuzta 
Bones ding 1Noy oh ida quia gh ote pe GA tomdds wae iy 186 
A232 Glen oi gia RWS) 19s road re wadia oud 52 aX Xo Ganda spak 
Tidedy ah 200 A2 
Cf. Budge, tr., The Book of Paradise, Vol. 1, 731; Ward, ed., The Desert of 
the Heart, 29. 
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To give the poor from one’s own possessions, and to cover 
the naked on seeing them, to love the neighbour as oneself, 
not to do iniquity or falsehood, are things commanded also 
by the old law. But perfection in behaviour, according to the 
new covenant, commands thus: If a man takes from thee, do 
not demands back; give everyone who asks from thee. And 
not only hast thou to suffer gladly iniquitous dealing in 
possessions and other outward things, but thou hast even to 
give thyself in behalf of thy neighbour.” 


The concern of the perfect love is much greater. It 
finds the need of the other as its own. It sees the terrible 
situations of a poor sick with much important than its own 
needs. Narrating the examples from the saints Isaac asserts: 


As to me, I will not neglect to cite the example of Macarius 
the Great, which was written, as it were, to rebuke those who 
despise their brethren. One day he went to visit someone 
who was sick. When he asked him whether he desired 
anything, he answered: I want some fresh bread. Those 
solitaries, namely, usually baked bread for a year; so was the 
custom of those places. Then that blessed man, who was 
ninety years old, went from Skete the town of Alexandria, 
forty miles and more, carrying with him dry bread in his 
cowl. There he changed it and brought the sick what he 
desired. And another, who was his equal, did what is still 
greater, a certain Agathon, exquisite above all the solitaries 
of his time, a man who loved silence and solitude better than 
all others. Once he went to a festival, in order to sell what he 


‘8 Tsaac, Mystic Treatises, 4/43, 30; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita 
De Perfectione Religiosa, 43. 
ge} oman cate foremds DUGSA orogens sho tose co idmed ah) Apia ii 
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had made with his hands. There he found a stranger, lying in 
the street, sick. He hired a house and stayed with him, 
working with his hands and making expenses on his behalf 
and paying the hire of the house. So he served him for six 
months, till the sick had recovered. Then he said, as the 
story runs, I wished that I could find a leper and give him my 
body and take his - This is perfect love; let us resemble our 
Fathers that we may be thought worthy of grace, as they 
were. 


The perfect love, by its nature, burns for the sake of the 
love of mankind. Isaac writes, “As to those who have reached 
perfection, their token is, that if ten times every day they are 
delivered to burning for the sake of the love of mankind, they 
are not saturated with it.”*? He explains it by referring Moses 


ai Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 81, 381; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita 

De Perfectione Religiosa, 569-570. 
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Re aq 1edaX aX put Shiva Mzars PEC wank tod A Ta As tse Sd 
days HOSE MINC TN WMETC eons S85 2dn) adh tah =) tbe Sia ee wa ery 
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x Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 74, 342; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita 

De Perfectione Religiosa, 508. 
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Cf. Lossky, The Mystical Theology of the Eastern Church, 214; Clément, 
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from the Old Testament and St. Paul the Apostle from the New 
Testament. Moses says, “If you will only forgive their sin - but 
if not, blot me out of the book that you have written” (Exo 32, 
32). St. Paul writes, “I am now rejoicing in my sufferings for 
your sake, and in my flesh I am completing what is lacking in 
Christ’s afflictions for the sake of his body, that is, the Church” 
(Col 1, 24). All other Apostles also have undergone all kinds 
of death, for the sake of the love of the life of mankind.*® The 
base of this perfect love of humanity is the love of God who 
delivered His only Son to death on the Cross for the love of His 
creatures. Isaac underlines: 


The sum of all is God, the Lord of all, who from love of His 
creatures, has delivered His son to death on the cross. ‘For 
God so loved the world, that He gave his only begotten son’ 
(Jn 3, 16) for it. Not that, He was not able to save us in 
another way, but in this way it was possible to show us His 
abundant love abundantly, namely by bringing us near to 
Him by the death of His son. If He had anything more dear 
to Him, He would have given it us, in order that by it our 
race might be His. And out of His great love He did not 
even choose to urge our freedom by compulsion, though He 
was able to do so. But His aim was, that we should come 
near to Him by the love of our mind. And our Lord obeyed 
His father out of love unto us, taking upon Him scorn and 
suffering joyfully, as Scripture says: ‘Who for the joy that 


The Roots of Christian Mysticism, 275. Perfection is a life of constant 
growth in disciplined love to God and Man. As St. Paul says: “Not that I 
have already obtained this or have already reached the goal; but I press on 
to make it my own...” (Phil 3, 12). Cf. Wakefield, “Perfection,” 299. 

4° Cf. Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 74, 342; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus 
Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 509. St. Basil also stresses this and 
affirms that Apostles and all the saints attained this measure of love for their 
neighbour. Cf. Wagner, tr., Saint Basil, 240-241. 
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was set before him endured the cross, despising the shame’ 
(Heb 12, 2).*” 


2. Different Features of the Luminous Love of Humanity 


The luminous love cannot be presented in a particular 
form. As indicated by Isaac “Love does not know shame, and 
for this reason she does not know to give a form of propriety to 
her members.”** He adds that love is naturally unabashed and 
oblivious to her measure and is the haven of all joy.” 
Luminous love is a gift from high given to the worthiest person 
who became sanctified.*’ Hence, it is not a natural love but a 
supernatural love.°' Isaac says: “Divine love does not arise at 
all as a result of the soul’s conduct or the soul’s natural 
movement in the cultivation of virtue - to this measure of 


“7 Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 74, 342-343; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus 
Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 509-510. 
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“8 Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 51, 245; Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 
50, 232; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 346. 
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Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 51, 245; Isaac, Mystic 
Treatises, 50, 232; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 
346. 
°° Cf. Brock, tr., The Second Part, 5/31, 19; Alfeyev, The Spiritual 
World of Isaac the Syrian, 73. 
°' Cf. Brock, tr., The Second Part, 10/35, 49-50; Alfeyev, The 
Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 74. 
~ 266 ~ 


The Luminous Love 


conduct awe is attached: it is completely impossible to become 
aware of divine love; this is not in the soul’s power and does 
not belong to (its) natural path which gives rise to this way of 
life. Divine love, on the other hand, belongs to the spiritual 
mode of life.”*” In this spiritual atmosphere it emerges as light. 
Isaac describes about its appearance: “There are people who 
taste of the mysteries of truth, not only in this lightning-like 
fashion, but in the firmament of whose heart the very Sun of 
righteousness begins to shine out with an outpouring of his 
rays: In the pure heart is the New Heaven imprinted.’ Its 
appearance is light, and the place it occupies is spiritual.”°’ 
Here, the focus is given to the luminous love of humanity and 
tries to find out its main features in line with the teachings of 
Isaac. 


2.1. Sacrificial Love 


One of the main features of the luminous love is its 
sacrificial nature. The Scripture says, “No one has greater love 
than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends” (Jn 15, 13). 
In his zeal St. Paul also says, “I could wish that I myself were 
accursed and cut off from Christ for the sake of my own 
people, my kindred according to the flesh” (Rom 9, 3). He 


*° Brock, tr., The Second Part, 20/5, 107-108; Brock, ed., The 
Second Part, 20/5, 96. 
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3 Brock, tr., The Second Part, 20/22, 112; Brock, ed., The Second 
Part, 20/22, 100-101. 
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says again that he is rejoicing in his sufferings for the nations 
(Cf. Col 1, 24). Isaac asserts that it is the sacrificial nature of 
the luminous love that caused all other apostles and many 
saints to undergo terrible death.°* That is, the luminous love 
shows its sacrificial character by giving its life on behalf of its 
neighbour. It forgets the whole sweetness of this world and 
seems in divine cloth of glory. He writes: 


What do I mean by these things [which include] that many of 
them have given their bodies even to the beasts and the 
sword and the fire on behalf of their neighbours? It is not 
possible that a man should reach this degree of love, with the 
exception of that one who secretly perceives his faith. And it 
is not possible that those who love this world should acquire 
the love of mankind. When a man has acquired love, he is 
clad with God at the same time.” 


2.2. The Merciful Heart 


The merciful heart is an outshining feature of the 
luminous love of humanity. In the biblical sense, heart is the 
centre of the inner person.°° The merciful heart is the thidaya 


(ua tious), Which is single minded, unique and undivided. >? The 


Syriac tradition claims it as the locus of inner worship and of 
divine-human communion.** For Isaac, this union is the 
luminous love. In this state the heart of the inner person 


*4 Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 71, 345. 

oe Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 74, 343; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita 
De Perfectione Religiosa, 511. 
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na Cf Bovenmars, A Biblical Spirituality of the Heart, 143. 

°7 Cf. Brock, The Luminous Eye, 112-115. 

°* Cf. Aphrahat, Demonstrations, 4/10; 4/13. 
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acquires the nature of the Divine. Isaac highlights the merciful 
nature of God and emphasizes the realization of a merciful 
heart for the persons in the luminous love. As human person is 
the image and likeness of God, merciful heart in the luminous 
love is the reflection of God’s own mercy.” It is God’s own 
love and mercy flowing through human hearts. Isaac says: 
“There is nothing which brings the heart as near to God as 
mercy.” It enflames knowledge in the soul as oil feeds the 
flame of the torch.°' A person with a merciful heart always 
shows compassion towards his neighbour and does not venture 
to repay for the sufferings caused by them. Isaac claims: 
“Merciful is he, who shows his compassion towards his 
neighbour not only in gifts, but who after hearing or seeing 
anything that causes suffering to any one, cannot withhold his 
heart from burning; who, even if he receives a blow on his 
cheek from his brother, does not venture to repay him even 
with a word and so cause him to suffer intellectually.” He 
has mercy on all without making any distinction.°’ Merciful 
heart is the luminous token of the serenity of the soul and it 


Cf. Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 43. 
°° Hansbury, tr., St. Isaac of Nineveh on Ascetical Life, 4/77, 76. 
Cf. Burnaby, “Love,” 200; Angelo, Come Climb the Ladder and Rejoice, 
136. 
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° Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 4, 30; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De 
Perfectione Religiosa, 43. 
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°? He considers all human beings are good, and no created thing 
appears impure or defiled to him. Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 6, 54; 
Clément, The Roots of Christian Mysticism, 283. 
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shows always compassion and pity towards his neighbours. It 
makes him more and more in the likeness of God. His mind as 
well as his body becomes immerse in spiritual things 
spontaneously. Isaac explains: 


This will be to thee a luminous token of the serenity of thy 
soul: when thou, examining thyself, findest thyself full of 
mercy for all mankind, and when thy heart is afflicted by 
pity for them and burns as with fire without personal 
discrimination. While by these things the image of the Father 
in heaven is continually seen in thee, thou canst recognize 
the degree of thy behaviour, not by the discrimination of the 
labours, but by the varying states to which thy intellect is 
subject. The body is then wont to swim in tears, as the mind 
gazes at spiritual things, while it is as if from the eyes there 
flowed brooks which moisten the cheeks, without 
compulsion, spontaneously. 


Merciful heart is a very special feature of the luminous 
love which burns for the sake of the entire creation. His heart 
is an abode of great compassion and he cannot bear any injury 
or sorrow in creation. So, he will be in a mood of continuous 
intercessory prayer for the whole creation to receive God’s 
mercy. Isaac describes: 


And what is a merciful heart? It is the heart’s burning for 
the sake of the entire creation, for men, for birds, for 
animals, for demons, and for every created thing; and by the 


ee Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 71, 330; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita 
De Perfectione Religiosa, 492. 
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recollection and sight of them the eyes of a merciful man 
pour forth abundant tears. From the strong and vehement 
mercy - which grips his heart and from his great compassion, 
his heart is humbled and he cannot bear to hear or to see any 
injury or slight sorrow in creation. For this reason he offers 
up tearful prayer continually even for irrational beasts, for 
the enemies of the truth, and for those who harm him, that 
they be protected and receive mercy. And in like manner he 
even prays for the family of reptiles because of the great 
compassion that burns without measure in his heart in the 
likeness of God.” 


Luminosity is the beauty of the Godhead. The acts of 
mercy unite the persons to this glory of the Godhead. Isaac 
writes: “Pursue mercy; for when something that is like unto 
God is found in you, then that holy beauty is depicted by Him. 
For the whole sum of the deeds of mercy immediately brings 
the soul into communion with the unity of the glory of the 


°° Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 71, 344-345; Cf. Isaac, Mystic 
Treatises, 74, 341; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 
507-508. 
Raia 8S Ata on aXa Ads — aan 3Mo2a = ad nen ee 
Bde rod hy BL abs ad yop AM (Sip aaede ss 
ree wv a Sie i ake Aaleee 7302 any at ai Wass =< a2 


wy 


i oa}s 2 daria wae orNqasin so 2: ‘teas aa Sie aos was. sake 

wreaks wave jon Wha 
Cf. Lossky, The Mystical Theology of the Eastern Church, 111; Binns, The 
T&T Clark History of Monasticism, 185; Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of 
Isaac the Syrian, 43; Harmless, Mystics, 156; Allchin, “The Theology of 
Nature in the Eastern Fathers and Among Anglican Theologians,” 146; 
Markides, The Mountain of Silence, 181; Allchin, The World is a Wedding, 
85. 
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Godhead’s splendor.”®° Isaac depicts the deeds of support 
which should be given to the stumbles, to the sick and to the 
grieved by the merciful heart: 


Cover a man who stumbles, so long as you receive no harm 
from him, and give him encouragement; then your Master’s 
loving-kindness will bear you up. Support with a word the 
infirm and those who are grieved at heart in so far as this lies 
within your hands, then the Right Hand that sustains all will 
also sustain you. Through the toil of prayer and the anguish 
of your heart commune with those who are grieved at heart, 
and the Source of mercy will be opened up to your petitions. 
Be labour yourself in constant supplication before God with 
a heart possessing a pure, compunctionate meditation, and 
God will protect your mind from filthy thoughts, that His 
way may not be defamed through you.” 


As a significant feature of the luminous love, the 
merciful heart of the person is adorned by solicitude and 
breadth of the heart. He remits his debtors their sins by rising 
above the path of justice and keeps tranquility and luster 


°° Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 1/34, 7; Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 1, 
6; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 8. 
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throughout his entire mind.®* Isaac perceives the merciful man 
as a just man. That is, “he must give to another man what he 
has gained by his own labours and hardship and not what he 
has through fraud, injustice, and trickery.” But Isaac 
emphasizes his point by adding that a merciful man should rise 
above what is just and should suffer injustices from others with 
great joy. Justice should be overcome by mercy. His words: 


But I say, that if the merciful man does not rise above what 
is just, he is not merciful. That is to say, he is merciful who 
not only shows mercy to others by giving from his own 
means, but who also suffers injustice from other men with 
joy voluntarily, and who not merely keeps and requires 
justice in his dealings with his fellow men but also shows 
them mercy. When a man overcomes justice by mercy, he is 
crowned, though not with crowns awarded under the Law to 
the righteous, but with the crowns of the perfect who are 
under the Gospel.”” 


The Gospel asserts the way of the perfect: “Give to everyone 
who begs from you; and if anyone takes away your goods, do 
not ask for them again” (Lk 6, 30). It is not merely giving 
something to his neighbour. It must include the total 
surrendering of his life for them. Isaac describes this Gospel 
way of a merciful man: 


°8 Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 4, 30. 
. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 4, 30; Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 4, 
30; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 42. 
” Tsaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 4, 30; Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 4, 
30; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 43. 
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And further, a man must not merely with joy suffer injustice 
as regards his possessions and the rest of the external things 
which come upon him, but he must also lay down his life for 
his brother. This is the merciful man, and not he that simply 
shows mercy to his brother by giving him something. And 
whoever burns within his heart when he sees or hears of 
something that grieves his brother, such a one is truly 
merciful, as is also the man who being slapped by his brother 
does not act shamelessly and answer abusively, thus grieving 
his brother’s heart.” 


The merciful heart does not grieve inwardly when it is unjustly 
deprived of something it possesses, and does not tell others of 
its loss. Rather, the loss it suffers from others be swallowed up 
by its mercy, as the sharp edge of wine is swallowed up by 
much water.” The preponderance of mercy within him enables 
to perceive in him that mercy which God has for the world. 
The merciful man sees in him that likeness and true image 
which naturally belong to the Divine Essence.” He is a 
physician of his own soul as well as his neighbours. By 
partaking to rescue his brethren through his deeds of mercy he 
becomes a true martyr and be like Jesus Who for the sake of 
sinners accepted death on the Cross. Isaac explains: 


Let a merciful heart preside over thy whole behaviour, then 
thou shalt find peace with God. Be careful, that no evil be 
ever done to any man through thy hands, not even to the evil 


n Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 4, 30-31; Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 
4, 30; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 43. 
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® Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 6, 55; Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 
6, 57; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 84-85. 

® Cf Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 64, 312; Isaac, Mystic 
Treatises, 65, 305; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 
455. 
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one). And when it is possible for thee to deliver the 
iniquitous from evil, do not omit it. Not that, if the matter be 
far from thee, thou shouldst go and mix thyself with such 
things - such a deed does not belong to thy duty - but if the 
matter is put in thy hands, and thou hast power over it, 
because it has been placed before thee accidentally as a trial, 
in that God wished to try thee by His admitting it, then be 
cautious regarding thyself lest thou become a participant in 
the blood of the iniquitous, because thou doest not hasten to 
deliver him. But try with thy whole soul to save him, even if 
thou shouldst die for his sake. Then thou wilt really be a 
martyr and as one that has suffered death on the cross for 
sinners.“ 


The merciful man offers himself as a living sacrifice for the 
salvation of the souls and becomes a living martyr. Isaac 
affirms: “It is thy duty to implore mercy on the world, to abide 
in vigil for the salvation of all, to share in the suffering of every 
man, righteous and sinners. And thou must know, that if he 
deserve it, justice will bind him within a short time, by the 
hands of others who are fit for this deed; and thou wilt save thy 
soul and become a living martyr.”” According to Isaac, the 
merciful man is not an avenger, but a deliverer; not a 


4 Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 65, 306; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita 
De Perfectione Religiosa, 456. 
iS Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 65, 306; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita 
De Perfectione Religiosa, 457. 
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faultfinder, but a soother; not a betrayer, but a martyr; not a 
chider, but a defender.”° 


2.3. Equal Love towards Sinners and Righteous 


To love equally the sinners and the righteous is an 
amazing feature of the luminous love. According to Isaac, only 
a humble person can love like this. For him, a humble person 
comprises everything, especially love and compassion as God’s 
own model.’” That is humility is equal to perfect love, the 
luminous love. A person in the luminous love sees everything 
through the eyes of God. The person, who loves likewise, 
expresses his participation in the merciful love of God. That is, 
“in God, there is no hatred towards anyone, but all-embracing 
love which does not distinguish between righteous and sinner, 
between a friend of truth and an enemy of truth, between angel 
and demon. Every created being is precious in God’s eyes.””® 
A person, who attains the state of luminous love, loves all men, 
but keeps distance from all men. He beseeches before God in 
behalf of sinners that they receive mercy. He prays to God for 
the righteous that they may be preserved in their righteousness. 
He conquers evil men by his gentle kindness and makes 
zealous men wonder at his goodness.” | As Maximus the 


7 Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 64, 312-314; Isaac, Mystic 
Treatises, 65, 307; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 
457; Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 73. 

7’ Cf. Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 5, 54; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita 
De Perfectione Religiosa, 79-80; Brock, “St. Isaac of Nineveh (St. Isaac the 
Syrian),” 120. 

ie Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 43; Cf. Brock, 
tr., The Second Part, 38/5, 171. 

° Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 64, 314; Isaac, Mystic 
Treatises, 65, 307; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 
457-458. It is impossible for a person in the luminous love to be both with 
God and with men. He loves all men but he keeps distance from all men. 
Even if he is in distance, he is still united with the suffering world for which 
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Confessor states: “Blessed is the man who can love all men 
equally.”*° As the Gospel says the person in the luminous love 
lives in the world but does not belong to the world (Cf. Jn 17, 
16). He is never defeated by or troubled by any weaknesses of 
other people. He cannot hate anyone and he endures all kinds 
of evils in order to rescue them. Showing the examples of the 
Apostles Isaac explains this: 


In the case of the person who has been held worthy to taste 
of divine love, that person customarily forgets everything 
(else) by (reason of) its sweetness, (for) it is something at 
whose taste all visible things seem despicable: such a 
person’s soul gladly draws near to a luminous love of 
humanity, without distinguishing (between good and bad); 
he is never overcome by the weaknesses to be found in 
people, nor is he perturbed. He is just as the blessed 
Apostles were as well: people who in the midst of all the bad 
things they endured from others, were (nonetheless) utterly 
incapable of hating them or of being fed up with showing 
love for them. This was manifested in actual deed, for after 
all the other things they even accepted death in order that 
these people might be retrieved. These were men who only a 
little previously had begged Christ that fire might descend 
from heaven upon the Samaritans just because they had not 
received them into their village! But once they had received 
the gift and tasted the love of God, they were made perfect 
even in love for wicked men: enduring all kinds of evils in 
order to retrieve them, they could not possibly hate them.*! 


he intercedes and for which he offers his life. Cf. Budge, tr., The Book of 
Paradise, 605; Johnston, The Inner Eye of Love, 132. 

*° Fleming, ed., The Fire and the Cloud, 28; Golovnina, “Genres of 
Ascetic Literature and its Peculiarities in Syrian Literature,” 194. 

*! Brock, tr., The Second Part, 10/36, 50; Brock, ed., The Second 
Part, 10/36, 40-41. 
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The luminous love of humanity makes one to love 
sinners and righteous equally.** There is an urge inside them 
“to be inwardly full of mercy towards all kinds of rational 
beings at all times.”*’ As the doctors apply something cold in 
the case of fevers they seem in passionate prayer and in gentle 
words instead of blaming others. In one passage Isaac 
mentions this idea: 


Love the sinners but reject their works. Do not despise them 
because of their shortcomings, lest thou be tempted by the 
same. Remember that thou sharest in the stink of Adam and 
that thou too art clad with his illness. To him who needs 
passionate prayer and soft words, do not give blame instead, 
lest thou cause his destruction and his soul be demanded 
from thy hand. Resemble the physicians who use cold 
medicines against symptoms of fever.™ 
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rhein and amie; eoanl ama whoman or alas; iho .aam uma 
20s oli’ A Car’ rime .Lamhuam als alam win As ana .ottaX_ dire eecazein 
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divine love - hubbd alahdyd/ tale esan (Sei ex). Cf. Brock, tr., The 
Second Part, 10/36, 50. 

Cf. Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 75: 
Maximus the Confessor, The Four Hundred Chapters on Love, 1/71, 42. 

ae Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 81, 379; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita 
De Perfectione Religiosa, 566; Cf. Brock, “Divine Call and Human 
Response,” 70. 

a Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 5, 54; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De 
Perfectione Religiosa, 79. 
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The person in the luminous love resembles God in loving the 
sinners and the righteous. About God’s love the Gospel says, 
“He makes His sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sends 
rain on the righteous and on the unrighteous” (Mt 5, 45). The 
concern of the luminous love is the human nature rather than 
the human person. This is actually the character of divine love. 
Isaac clarifies this from the example of Jesus and says that He 
does not love more the debtors who owed five hundred dinars 
nor he loves less those who owed fifty dinars (Cf. Mt 18, 41- 
43). “For, He loves not the person but the nature. And if it is 
the nature that He loves, all persons remain enclosed within the 
borders of His love - the good and the evil.”*° Isaac explains 
this idea in connection with the love of neighbour: “Do not 
love or hate anyone [judging] from his habits [of action] but 
love his very substance more than examination of the habits [of 
action] as God does. The habits do change indeed, but you, 
following the example of God, shall remain unchanged towards 
one who is of the same nature as you.”*° The person in the 


Adnola :2ndnik w9A2 Ghr pe odd Gan imraaten a ea at. 
Cf. Brock, “Divine Call and Human Response,” 70. 
* Isaac, The Third Part, 6/31; Chiala, ed., Terza Collezione, 6/31, 
37. 
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Chiala, tr., Terza Collezione, 6/31, 59; Cf. Bumazhnov, “He Loves not the 
Person but the Nature,” 274. 
*° Isaac, The Third Part, 4/26, 318; Chiala, ed., Terza Collezione, 
4/26, 25. 
wana eh oo oo ASN aye mmatol 1 ol A imho ak el pirel oo mds 
OARS Hard 
Cf. Bumazhnov, “He Loves not the Person but the Nature,” 275. According 
to the Scripture discrimination is a sin against love. St. James explains it in 
the second chapter of his epistle: “You do well if you really fulfill the royal 
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luminous love follows the example of God whose love does not 
know any conditions or changes. He never considers the 
changing and inconsistent behaviours of his neighbour but 
rather love his very substance. He maintains the attitude that 
every human being is sharing in the same human nature as 
one’s neighbour.*” 


The sinners and the righteous are equally loved in the 
luminous love. That is, there is no hatred in the luminous 
love. The person in the luminous love prays for the sinners and 
weeps for their misbehaviours as Jesus had wept over 
Jerusalem (Cf. Mt 23, 37). In the luminous love there is no 
room for unrighteousness. One of the instructions of Isaac 
reflects this: 


Do not hate the sinner. We are, indeed, all laden with guilt. 
If for the sake of God you are moved to oppose him, weep 
over him. Why do you hate him? Hate his sins and pray for 
him, that you may imitate Christ Who was not wroth with 
sinners, but interceded for them. Do you not see how He 
wept over Jerusalem? We are mocked by the devil in many 
instances, so why should we hate the man who is mocked by 
him who mocks us also? Why, O man, do you hate the 
sinner? Could it be because he is not so righteous as you? 
But where is your righteousness when you have no love? 
Why do you not shed tears over him? But you persecute 
him. In ignorance some, who are considered to be 
discerning men, are moved to anger against the deeds of 
sinners.*® 


law according to the scripture, “You shall love your neighbour as yourself.’ 
But if you show partiality, you commit sin and are convicted by the law as 
transgressors” (Jas 2, 8-9). 
*7 Cf, Bumazhnov, “He Loves not the Person but the Nature,” 275. 
88 Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 51, 250; Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 
50, 239; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 356-357. 
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2.4. Perfect in Christian Faith 


A person attains the luminous love after a long process. 
He has to undergo many struggles and temptations. Through 
bearing these he is drawn near to God and his faith becomes 
strengthened. Isaac writes: “By the experience of many 
interventions of divine assistance in temptations, a man also 
acquires firm faith.”*’ That is, in the luminous love the person 
seems to be confirmed in his faith.”” Isaac writes: “By these 
things a man comes to the stature of a perfect man in the faith 
and hope of the Son of God, and is lifted up unto love.””' 
Hence perfect in faith can also be counted as another important 
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*° Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 61, 296; Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 
61, 287; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 428. 
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Cf. Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 93-94. The Philokalia 
explains faith as an all-embracing relationship and an attitude of love and 
total trust in God. It involves a transformation of man’s entire life. Cf. 
Palmer, Ware and Sherrard, trs., Philokalia, Vol. 1, 1127. 
°° Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 72, 355; Alfeyev, The 
Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 94. 
*! Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 72, 355; Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 
77, 356-357; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 531. 
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Cf. Behr- Sigel, The Place of the Heart, 67. 
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feature of the luminous love. It is the true faith, which is born 
of purification of mind.” 


The person in the luminous love perceives the glorious 
power of God through the eyes of faith and flies up to God 
with the wings of faith.”> It is the faith which maintains his 
spiritual journey in progress. That is, the soul in faith 
surrenders herself to God for once and for all and sees the 
immeasurable Fatherly love of God through its spiritual eyes. 
Isaac claims: “For at every moment, by the noetic eyes of faith, 
they see the fatherly providence which comes of the true Father 
to shelter them: He Who in His great and immeasurable love 
surpasses all in paternal affection and Who, more than all, has 
the power and might to help us in a measure superabundantly 
greater than anything we might ask, think, or conceive.””* By 
this faith one becomes childlike (Cf. Mt 18, 3) and acquires a 
simple heart. Isaac writes: “The home of faith is a childlike 
thought and a simple heart.” 


Cf. Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 178; 
Perfect in faith is one of the signs of the love which is made perfect in the 
soul. Cf. Budge, tr., The Paradise of the Holy Fathers, Vol. 1, 63. 

Cf Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 52, 263; Isaac, Mystic 
Treatises, 51, 253; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 
377; Clément, The Roots of Christian Mysticism, 213. 

* Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 52, 253-254; Isaac, Mystic 
Treatises, 51, 242; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 
361. 
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°° Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 52, 254; Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 
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The life beyond the nature in the luminous love is 
possible by the perfect faith. This faith is always accompanied 
by the confidence, and therefore there is no room for fear in the 
luminous love. The faith makes the person more free and 
authoritative so that he can do a new creation after the likeness 
of God. Isaac asserts: “The man who follows faith straightway 
becomes a free man and a ruler of himself, and as a son of God 
with authority he freely wields all things. The man, who has 
found the keys of faith, wields all the natures of creation even 
as God; for by faith comes the authority, after the likeness of 
God, to create a new creation.” It is through faith the person 
in the luminous love sees the reality of the future perfection 
and learns those things that cannot be comprehended.’ Isaac 
calls the faith in the luminous state as heart’s luminous faith.”* 


°° Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 52, 254; Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 
51, 243; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 362. 
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Cf. Vasileios, “Abba Isaac and Dostoyevsky,” 242. 
7 Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 52, 257; Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 
51, 246; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 367. 
*® Cf. Brock, tr., The Second Part, 19/4, 103. luminous faith - 
Sapyut haymAniité| norm houses. (hassaer Satz). Cf. Brock, ed., The 
Second Part, 19/4, 93. Ephrem and other Syriac writers associate this 
luminosity with the divine. That is, at this stage the reason serves as an 
instrument for a more intuitive interaction with the divine and it becomes 
the prayer of the heart. Though Isaac did not use the term ‘prayer of the 
heart’ here, true prayer according to him comes from a heart that is pure and 
undefiled. He emphasises the movement of the heart towards the vision of 
God. Cf. Becker, Fear of God and the Beginning of Wisdom, 184; Brock, 
“The Prayer of the Heart in Syriac Tradition,” 47; Valiaplackal, The Way to 
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It brings the mind close to complete mingling with God, and 
causes to peer into His divine mysteries.” 


Self-abandonment to Divine care is the practical realm 
of the perfect faith. In connection with the luminous love of 
neighbour Isaac explains its practical consequences clearly. He 
says that “When someone comes and asks you for something 
you happen to have, do not say in your heart ‘I will keep it for 
myself to enjoy, rather than let it go just now; God will provide 
for him at another’s hand: I will put it away for my own 
use.”'°° This is not the way of a person in the luminous love. 
Instead, Isaac says, “On the other hand rejoice if thou 
possessest and give, saying: Glory to thee, o God, who hast 
granted unto me that I find someone to comfort. And if thou 
possesses not, rejoice the more, thanking God with many 
thanksgivings, saying: I thank thee, o God, who hast granted 
me the honour of becoming poor for Thy sake, and who hast 
deemed me worthy to taste sufferings enjoined in Thy 
commandments namely illnesses and poverty such as the saints 
have tasted who have gone this way.”'’’ If they are left in 


God according to Mar Isaac of Nineveh and St. Bonaventure, 129; 
McGuckin, tr., The Book of Mystical Chapters, 184-185. 

*” Cf. Brock, tr., The Second Part, 19/6, 103. According to 
Gregory of Nyssa Divine love entered the heart, through the arrow-tip of 
faith. He says that this dynamic of union and indwelling is nothing other 
than Paul’s description of ‘faith working through love’ (Gal 5, 6). Cf. 
Laird, Gregory of Nyssa and the Grasp of Faith, 98. 

'° Tsaac, Mystic Treatises, 5, 47; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De 
Perfectione Religiosa, 68. 
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Cf. Brock, “Divine Call and Human Response,” 69. 

we Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 5/69, 47; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita 
De Perfectione Religiosa, 69. 
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difficulties themselves as a result of giving what they have, 
then God will take care of their needs. Stressing words of 
Isaac: “God’s provisions in behalf of His housemates are 
amazing; even in the desert without human hands He provides 
for those who inhabit it and hope on Him,” 


2.5. Spiritual Inebriation 


Isaac presents the theme ‘spiritual inebriation’ also as a 
main feature of the luminous love.'” He describes it as a very 
strong experience of the love of God.'"* His words: 
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Cf. Brock, “Divine Call and Human Response,” 69; Cf. Hansbury, tr., S¢. 
Isaac of Nineveh on Ascetical Life, 5/55-56, 88. 
'02 Tsaac, Mystic Treatises, 65, 301; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita 
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Cf. Brock, “Divine Call and Human Response,” 69. 
> Cf Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 191; 
Clément, The Roots of Christian Mysticism, 241. 
°* Tn the Syriac tradition, the theme inebriation is outlined as early 
as Ephrem and John the solitary, and it was developed by Dadisho and 
Symeon d-Taibuteh. For Isaac, this theme of spiritual inebriation constitutes 
a synthesis of the whole system of his mystical theology. Cf. Alfeyev, The 
Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 248;  ,asaus am wai Cf. Ephrem, 
Hymns on Faith, 83/1; resas5 vaisCf. Ephrem, Nisibene Hymns, 70/13. 
inebriation in God - rawyiitd db-alahd/Woréos ehnosai (2eXia2 2he.03). Cf. 
Brock, tr., The Second Part, 10/35, 49; Brock, ed., The Second Part, 10/35, 
40. The intense love of God, according to Didymus the Blind also, is 
illuminating. Cf. Didymus the Blind, Commentary on Zechariah, 4, 96; 
Brakke, Jacobsen and Ulrich, eds., Early Christianity in the Context of 
Antiquity, Vol. 6, 113. 
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Love is something hot by nature. And when it alights on any 
one without measure, it renders that soul as it were mad. 
Therefore the heart that perceives it, cannot contain and bear 
it without unusual excessive variations becoming manifest in 
it. And these signs it publishes in an apperceptible way, 
openly: at once the face becomes reddy and joyous, the body 
grows hot; fear and bashfulness are thrown away and it 
becomes as it were wanton; the power of concentration flees; 
impetuosity and disturbance reign. '”° 


Isaac compares the people in spiritual inebriation with those 
who are crazed by wine. As the Psalmist says it is the “wine to 
gladden the human heart” (Ps 104, 15).'° Isaac writes: 
“Wherefore, through such zealous and divine diligence and 
through his good conscience a man begins to be stirred to 
divine love and straightway he is made drunk it as by wine; his 
limbs become limp, his mind stands still in awestruck wonder, 
and his heart is captivated by God. He becomes, as I said, like 
a man drunk with wine.”'°’ This inebriation in the luminous 


ad Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 33, 148; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita 
De Perfectione Religiosa, 219. 
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Cf. Seppala, In Speechless Ecstasy, 147. 

'°6 Cf. Brock, tr., The Second Part, 35/1, 151; Alfeyev, The 
Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 249; Clément, The Roots of Christian 
Mysticism, 256. 

17 Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 49, 239; Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 
47, 226; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 338. 
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Cf. Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 251; Reinhold, ed., 
The Soul Afire, 245-246. 
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love is a gift which is given from above.'** At this state the 
soul “receives from grace the sweetness of the mysteries of 
God’s wisdom and love.”'® It is a kind of ecstasy in the 
mystical life and the cry of the soul sounds like, “My soul 
thirsts for God, for the living God. When shall I come and 
behold the face of God?” (Ps 42, 2). It is like an alcoholic 
thirst of a drinker who is deprived of wine.'° 


A person in the spiritual inebriation forgets all his 
sorrows and struggles. He is insensible to the sinful passions, 
keeps unceasing prayer in the heart and fills it with hope and 
enjoys in the things of heaven. Isaac Illustrates: 


As a man who drinks wine and becomes inebriated on a day 
of mourning forgets all the pangs of his sorrow, so the man 
who in this world (which is a house of lamentation) is drunk 
with the love of God, forgets all his sorrows and afflictions 
and becomes insensible to all sinful passions through his 
inebriation. His heart is made steadfast by hope in God, his 
soul is as light as a winged bird, at every moment his mind 
rises out of the earth and soars far above the heavens through 
the meditation of his thoughts, and he takes delight in the 
immortal things of the Most High. His prayer is unceasing, 
and he is like a man who has the wind for his steed, so that 


'8 Cf. Brock, tr., The Second Part, 18/2, 95-96. 

'9 Brock, tr., The Second Part, 35/4, 152. sweetness of the 
mysteries of God’s wisdom - halyuta hay d-razé d-hekmteh/ yn <nasls 
lass vieds (ose Wada ot works). Cf. Brock, ed., The Second Part, 
35/4, 141. : 

0 Cf Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 19, 49; Isaac, Mystic 
Treatises, 16, 90; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 
131; Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 250; Naduviledam, 
Eschatological Vision of St. Isaac the Syrian, 45. 

~ 287 ~ 


The Luminous Love 


his enemy cannot overtake him. Every time he seeks him, he 
flies away from him.'" 


The spiritual inebriation makes the person to live 
always by experiencing joy in God. His perception also 
changes to another reality. Isaac explains: “Those who are 
inflamed by fervour are ravished by hope’s meditations and 
their mind is caught away to the future age. Just as men 
drunken with wine imagine diverse hallucinations, even so men 
drunken and made fervent by hope are conscious neither of 
afflictions nor of anything worldly.”''” Isaac also narrates the 
indescribable language of inebriation: “When the soul is drunk 
with the joy of hope and with the gladness which is in God, the 


™ Tsaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 74, 363; Cf. Isaac, Mystic 
Treatises, 79, 364-365; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione 
Religiosa, 543-544. 
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Cf. Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 251; Naduviledam, 
Eschatological Vision of St. Isaac the Syrian, 45. The luminosity permits 
the soul to see itself in the divine light, God himself. Cf. Stadel, “Prayer 
without Anger and Sadness,” 349. 

'!? Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 6, 60; Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 6, 
64; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 95. 
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Cf. Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isabe the SFL. "25]- 252, “This 
drunkenness is not irrational but divine. It is joy, it is delight, it is 
consolation, and it is the pleasure felt by the five spiritual senses. Cf. 
Crouzel, Origen, 129; Naduviledam, Eschatological Vision of St. Isaac the 
Syrian, 45; Brock, “St. Isaac of Nineveh and Syriac Spirituality,” 103. 
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body, even if it be feeble, becomes insensible to tribulations, 
even if it be feeble. Then it can bear redoubled hardships 
without growing weary and it enjoys and works together with 
the soul in her spiritual delight. So it is when the soul enters 
into spiritual joy even though the body may be weak.’”'”* 


In the spiritual inebriation there occurs a total change in 
the lifestyle of the person. Their only attention becomes on the 
bosom of the heavenly Father. They feel no hardships but 
seem smooth ways everywhere. They can practice all the 
virtues comprehensively. They select short-cuts for themselves 
for their spiritual journey. When the luminous love inflames 
inside they cries out like prophet Jeremiah, “I will not mention 
him, or speak any more in his name, then within me there is 
something like a burning fire shut up in my bones” (Jer 20, 9). 
Isaac unfolds this exciting life: 


They no longer feel the wearisome toil, but become 
insensitive to afflictions, and throughout the whole course of 
their journey they think that they are walking on air, and not 
treading the path with human footsteps; for they see not the 
harshness of the way, no mountains or rivers bar their path, 
and the ‘rough places shall become smooth ways for them,’ 
and so on, because they fix their attention on the bosom of 
their Father.... They reckon things far off as near because all 
the parts of their soul are set aflame, as by fire, through their 
longing for what lies afar off. Thither, therefore, the whole 
content of their thoughts is directed, and they speed over 
onward to know when they will attain this. When they 


"3 Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 48, 236; Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 
46, 223; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 333-334. 
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Cf. Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 252. 
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approach a virtue to practise it, they do not practise it 
separately, but all the virtues at once, completely and 
comprehensively. For they do not make their journey upon 
the royal highway as other men, but these giants select for 
themselves short-cuts, whereby gloriously they journey 
swiftly to the Heavenly mansions. For this hope so inflames 
them, as with fire, that on account of their joy they cannot 
rest from their incessant and headlong course. There comes 
to pass in them what was spoken by the blessed Jeremiah, ‘I 
said, I shall not remember Him nor speak His name. And 
there was in my heart as it were a flaming fire and it entered 
into my bones’.'"* 

Spiritual inebriation is a kind of divine madness or 
divine foolishness (Cf.1 Cor 1, 18-23). “This foolishness and 
madness is that love of God and neighbour which knows no 
bounds whatever and goes far beyond reasonable limits.”'' 
Isaac claims that this foolishness is for the benefit of one’s 
brethren. He compares its sweetness with honey and 


'l4 Tgaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 71, 347; Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 
74, 344; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 511-512; 
Cf. Smith, Studies in Early Mysticism in the Near and Middle East, 101. 
The presence of flaming fire in the heart is actually the divine presence of 
Christ the Love. In order to communicate the concept of the divinity of 
Christ, Ephrem uses the titles like Fire, Sun (Mal 4, 2) and Coal of Fire (Isa 
6, 6). Cf. Kuzhuppil, The Symbolism of Fire/Sun in the Writings of Ephrem, 
27-28. “The Seraph could not touch the coal of fire with his fingers, and 
the coal merely touched Isaiah’s mouth; the Seraph did not hold it, Isaiah 
did not consume it, but our Lord has allowed us to do both.” Yai 
cise am re rauls koie sion Maser’; cmaal mrsS 63 ol cia WA hianAl 
emis Cin so co or A alan’ ap cla Cf Ephrem, Hymns on Faith, 
10/10; 10/8; 10/9; Ephrem, Hymns on Nativity, 6/13-14; Brock, The 
Luminous Eye, 103-105. 

Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 254; Clément, 
The Roots of Christian Mysticism, 253. 
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honeycomb.''® Hence he utters: “O Christ, Fountainhead of 
life, make me worthy to taste of You, so that my eyes may 
grow light; O Compassion and Mercy who have been sent to 
the world, O Hope of creation, cause me to taste of the delight 
of Your hope, so that I may be blind as far as the world is con- 
cerned but be illumined in spirit; and through Your love may 
my life become inebriated, so as to forget the world and its 
affairs.”'"7 


3. The Luminous Service 


The luminous service is the overflowing of the 
luminous love which is in God and takes place with God.''® 
Isaac uses the Syriac word pulhdand Sapyd (raz saa) for 
the luminous service.'!’ Its luminosity is the acts of the Holy 
Spirit. Isaac says, “Just as with certain species of trees, 
sweetness comes upon them as a result of the sun, likewise, 
when the Spirit shines out in our hearts, then the movements of 


"6 Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 62, 297; Isaac, Mystic 
Treatises, 62, 289; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 
431; Clément, The Roots of Christian Mysticism, 254. The experience of 
the sweetness of honey is the result of unceasing prayer with fear, with 
trembling and with spiritual love. This prayer goes up to God like sweet 
incense. Cf. Budge, tr., The Book of Paradise, Vol. 1, 702. 

"7 Brock, tr., The Second Part, 10/41, 51; Brock, ed., The Second 
Part, 10/41, 42. 
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"8 The luminous love is dynamic in the heart of a person. It drives 
him into the midst of action with a passionate love for God and for the 
whole world. The action, which is filled with compassion and love, is the 
overflow of this luminous love. Cf. Johnston, The Inner Eye of Love, 174. 

'” luminous service - pulhdnd Sapyd/rewse réssLaa (84% WAS). 
Cf. Brock, tr., The Second Part, 10/1, 38; Brock, ed., The Second Part, 10/1, 
31. 
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our meditation - which is called spiritual conduct - are brought 
close to luminosity.”!”° 


The luminous service is the practical application of the 
luminous love. The burning fire of the love of God and the 
love of neighbour is transmitting to the world through the 
luminous service. It is the contemplation in action. At the 
same time, it is the fulfillment of the commandment of love.'*! 
Isaac explains: “I mean the love of God, and what He taught to 
be the like of this: love unto His image. The possession of the 
former is the aim of spiritual contemplation; that of the second, 
of contemplation and practice.”'”” As indicated by Isaac the 
commandment of the love of neighbour can be accomplished in 
a double way: with the heart, invisibly, and with the body, 
manifestly.'"* That is, the commandment of the love of 
neighbour includes the elevated part of contemplation and the 
lower part of practice. Without accomplishing the lower part, 
practice, it is impossible to elevate oneself to the higher part, 
contemplation. Where there is no possibility for practice, then 
the service of the universal part, contemplation, with the heart 
only is more excellent. Isaac asserts: 


*° Brock, tr., The Second Part, 10/2, 38. brought close to 
luminosity - metgarbin l-Sapyiitd/ hcuax\ arin (1Aade. prisay). Cf. 
Brock, ed., The Second Part, 10/2, 31. 
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"21 Cf. Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 81, 381; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus 
Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 570. 

28 Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 81, 381; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita 
De Perfectione Religiosa, 570. qm 31369 Gisni Lara raaXia w2 462 Brond 

sadadaskoa Baaraa ; "3 aida . nada baaaga peas stag Bsoane vosahy gada 

'3 Cf. Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 81, 381-382; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus 
Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 570. 
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For, as man’s nature is composed of two parts - namely, 
body and soul - so all things regarding him are provided in a 
double way, in accordance with the double character of his 
constitution. As everywhere practice is anterior to 
contemplation, so it is impossible for man to elevate himself 
unto that elevated part, unless he has accomplished before, 
by practice, that which is lower. Therefore, let no one 
venture to speak concerning the acquisition of love of his 
fellowmen, as if he possessed it already in his soul, if the 
part is still wanting which has to be accomplished by the 
body, according to the opportunity for practice granted by 
strength, time and place. Then by faith has to be acquired 
that part of love which is received and recognized by the 
heart. When, on account of these things, we have been made 
ourselves known as faithful and true, as far as possible, then, 
power is given to the soul to stretch itself towards the grand 
part of exalted and divine contemplation, by means of simple 
emotions and without comparison. Where man has no 
opportunity to fulfill love of his fellow man practically by 
visible and by bodily things, it is sufficient in the eyes of 
God, that we keep love of our fellowman with our mind 
only, especially if we are able constantly to administer the 
service of that universal part, that is more excellent. If, 
however we are destitute of the totality of that universal part, 
we should fill up this gap by the lower commandment, 
namely by apperceptible practice, consisting therein that, 
according to the time happening, we should provide for the 
comfort of our brethren, by wearying our body.'™* 


‘ Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 81, 382; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita 
De Perfectione Religiosa, 571-571. 
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The excellent love of neighbour illumines one’s mind 
by constant contact with and love unto God.'* Through 
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Cf. Rose and Herman, trs., The Northern Thebaid, 6. 

5 According to Isaac the main task of a Christian is the 
purification of his inner person and thereby constant contact and union with 
God in love. This is more important than any other activity. If the persons 
are not yet purified and they are still in the world with its passions and 
temptations, their activities become dangerous to themselves and to others: 
“Many persons have accomplished mighty deeds - raised the dead, toiled for 
the conversion of the erring, and wrought great wonders; and by their hands 
they have led many to the knowledge of God. Yet after doing these things, 
these same people who quickened others fell into vile and abominable 
passions and killed themselves, becoming a stumbling-block for many once 
their action was manifest. For they were still sickly in soul, and instead of 
caring for their soul’s health, they cast themselves into the sea of this world 
in order to heal the souls of others, but being yet in ill health, in the manner 
I have stated, they lost their souls and fell away from their hope in God. 
The infirmity of their senses was not able to confront or resist the flame of 
things which customarily drive the vehemence of the passions wild.” Isaac, 
The Ascetical Homilies, 4, 32; Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 4, 32-33; Bedjan, 
Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 46. 
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Cf. Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 68- 69. 

Isaac emphasises the necessity of being spiritually healthy before 
going into the world to heal others. According to him one can bring more 
profit to others if he is spiritually strong and has acquired experience of the 
inner life. External activity cannot be the substitution for inner depth, not 
even an activity which is indeed very useful to others: “It is an excellent 
thing to teach men what is good and by constant care to draw them away 
from delusion and into the knowledge of life. This is the path of Christ and 
the apostles, and it is very lofty. But if a man perceives within himself that 
by such a way of life and continual communion with men his conscience is 
being weakened by seeing external things, his serenity is being disturbed, 
and his knowledge is being darkened, ...lest he hear from the Lord the 
words of the proverb, ‘Physician, heal thyself’; let him condemn himself, let 
him watch over his own good health. Instead of audible words let his 
excellent manner of life serve as an education, and instead of the sounds of 
his mouth let his deeds teach others, and when he keeps his soul healthy, let 
him profit others and heal them by his own good health. For when he is far 
from men, he can benefit them even more by the zeal of his good works 
than by his words, since he is himself sickly and in greater need than they of 
healing.” Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 6, 57; Cf. Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 
6, 60-61; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 88-89. 
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external deeds one expresses this love openly. It is love in 
practice. Where practice is near, this love is demanded by God 
from everybody. The reasonable words of Isaac: 


So none of us neglects to show this inward virtue, - when the 
time corresponds with the work and the necessity - making 
known his love openly, by deeds; especially those who have 
not laid themselves wholly under the rule of solitude do so. 
But solitude to such ones means that they never meet 
anyone, except once a week. They have not cut themselves 
off, by the definition of their rule, from showing their fellow 
man deeds of mercy; only that one does so who is very 
devoted and solitary so that he avoids the sight of men. For 
we know, that without love of the fellow-man, the mind is 
not able to become illuminated by intercourse with and love 
unto God. Therefore, which of the says solitaries, who 
possessed food and clothing, could see his neighbour hungry 
and naked and persevere in withholding his hand? Or which 
of them, when his brother according to the flesh was sick and 
tormented and destitute of visitors, has honoured the rule of 
his reclusion more than the life of his fellow, on account of 
love of solitude? Where, however, such circumstances are 
not at hand, we keep in mind love and mercy unto the fellow 
man. Where practice is near, God demands from us plainly, 
that we perform it actually.'”° 


'6 Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 81, 379-380; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus 
Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 567. 
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The deeds of love unite the soul with the majesty of the 
Godhead. That is, the whole sum of these deeds straight away 
brings the soul into a spiritual union with the glory of the 
splendour of the Godhead.'”’ By practising love God depicts 
His holy beauty upon the soul.'** The Scripture always 
emphasizes deeds of merciful love: “If a brother or sister is 
naked and lacks daily food, and one of you says to them, “Go 
in peace; keep warm and eat your fill, and yet you do not 
supply their bodily needs, what is the good of that? So faith by 
itself, if it has no works, is dead” (Jas 2, 15-17). In tune with 
this Isaac also claims that words which are not based on good 
deeds are dreamlike. He distinguishes good deeds from 
beautiful words: 


Even without experience, wisdom is clever at imparting 
beauty to her words, at speaking the truth without really 
knowing it, and at making declarations on virtue while the 
man himself never makes trial of it in his deeds. Speech that 
comes from righteous activity is a treasury of hope, but 
wisdom not based on righteous activity is a deposit of 
disgrace. Just as when an artist frescoes water on the walls 
and cannot relieve his thirst with it, or just as a man dreams 
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7 Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 1/34, 7; Isaac, Mystic 
Treatises, 1, 6; 51, 249; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione 
Religiosa, 8; 372. 

"8 Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 1/34, 7; Isaac, Mystic 
Treatises, 1, 6; 51, 249; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione 
Religiosa, 8; 372. 
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beautiful dreams, even so is speech not based on righteous 
activity. '”” 


The luminous service bears the noisome smells of the 
sick without disgust, consoles those who are afflicted in heart, 
respects those who are deformed from birth and admires those 
who are in need of prayer.'*’ The luminous service highlights 
politeness and respectfulness. No blaming or accusing; rather, 
always shows signs of hostility within. For, Isaac says, “love 
does not know how to be angry, or provoked, or passionately to 
reproach anyone.”'*! That is, the luminous service resembles 


9 Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 1/37, 8; Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 

1, 6; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 9. 

1aiiga ims As Sia BIS Ce Me ua Ahiia liven tiv og ids? 

Si anSno 1g whe Wf ah Hike giVante Rigo atl Sea, gq agi 

AK Aes wa Be aides: Hier gor mage A ad iideidiv 

oud a 1 iS hea ser wd Banas 1g z 1 aaXbad POW : Bona saaana 
suas woly sabe 32 pla . riz WL ites .ohAsg 

Cf. Hansbury, tr., S¢. Isaac of. ‘Nineveh on Ascetical Life, 1/34, 31-32. 

pe 3 Teaac: The Ascetical Homilies, 5,51; Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 
5, 54; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 79. 

'S! Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 5, 52; Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 5, 
55; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 80. 
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This is the character of love. The Scripture says: “Love is patient; love is 
kind; love is not envious or boastful or arrogant or rude. It does not insist 
on its own way; it is not irritable or resentful; it does not rejoice in 
wrongdoing, but rejoices in the truth. It bears all things, believes all things, 
hopes all things, endures all things” (1 Cor 13, 4-7). 

Isaac demonstrates it: “Be the persecuted, not the persecutor. Be 
the crucified, not the crucifier. Be treated unjustly rather than treat unjustly. 
Be the oppressed, not the oppressor. Be peaceful, not a zealot. Deal 
beneficently, not justly. Justice does not belong to the behaviour of 
Christianity and no mention is made of it in the doctrine of Christ. Rejoice 
with those who rejoice, and weep with those who weep; this is a sign of 
serenity. With the sick, be as if sick; with the sinners, practise mourning and 
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God in every action and God becomes the Champion and the 
Helper of all the actions. Isaac claims: “He who speaks in 
defense of a man who suffers injustice has God as his 
Champion. He who lends his arm to help his neighbour 
receives the arm of God as his Helper.”'** He, who is in 
luminous service rebukes and corrects his brethren in secret 
and cures them by these makes manifest the strength of the 
luminous love. As God chastises with love he also administers 
chastisement with a view to healing.'** 


The luminous service in totality is visualized in the 
words of Jesus: “No one has greater love than this, to lay down 
one’s life for one’s friends” (Jn 15, 13). Isaac underlines this 


with the converted rejoice. Be a friend of all men, but a solitary in thy mind. 
Join in the suffering of all men, but hold thy body far from all men. Do not 
vituperate any one and do not direct any one, not even those who are very 
evil in their behaviour. Spread thy mantle over the sinner and cover him. If 
thou art not able to take upon thee his transgressions and to receive 
chastisement in his stead, at least suffer exposure, in order not to expose 
him.” Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 50, 234-235; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita 
De Perfectione Religiosa, 349-350; Clément, The Roots of Christian 
Mysticism, 278; Audette, tr., Preferring God, 41. 

'3? Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 48, 229; Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 
45, 215; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 322. 
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'33 Cf. Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 48, 230; Isaac, Mystic 
Treatises, 45, 216; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 
323. 
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Isaac writes: “This is the aim of love. Love’s chastisement is for correction, 
but it does not aim at retribution. A righteous wise man is like unto God, 
for he never chastises a man to requite and avenge his wickedness, but to 
correct him, or so that others might fear. That, however, which, does not 
resemble this is not chastisement.” 
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and says: “The man, who, on the strength of his knowledge, 
wonders at the vision of God’s love will neither become 
uplifted in his mind, nor will he ever turn aside from virtue, 
even though his flesh be cut to pieces.”'** He sheds his life to 
reap good harvest. Jesus says: “Very truly, I tell you, unless a 
grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it remains just a 
single grain; but if it dies, it bears much fruit. Those who love 
their life lose it, and those who hate their life in this world will 
keep it for eternal life. Whoever serves me must follow me, 
and where I am, there will my servant be also. Whoever serves 
me, the Father will honour” (Jn 12, 24-26). This is the 
luminous service both by body and heart. It takes as much as 
pain to bear hundredfold harvest.'*° 


'4 Tsaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 48, 230; Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 
45, 216-217; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 324. 
oma $i Her teakD\ ok az Gane 2dped tok Som oda be Ab) 
‘mado ouivaa A abd os 
'S Tsaac says: “Bodily labours unaccompanied by purity of mind 
are like a barren womb and withered breasts, for they cannot bring a man to 
the knowledge of God. They greatly belabor the body, yet they take no 
pains to uproot the passions from the mind. For this reason, bodily labours 
reap no harvest.” Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 6, 53-54; Isaac, Mystic 
Treatises, 6, 56; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 82. 
WX r2cXhg Aro he varias Sade Lede ase 1ese riser a rhs, ASL 
naig) dio doh Ags Wf douse uo HA Atbed Anos 22495 ait 
sre Wo :.o2—m3 
In another passage Isaac writes: “The true resurrection of the body is when 
it receives that ineffable transformation in that future state, at the stripping 
off of all fleshly refuse and what belongs to it. The symbolic resurrection of 
the body is when it rises from all the sin to which it was attached in (its) 
activity and applies itself to the excellent practice of service (to God).” 
Brock, tr., The Second Part, 8/10, 28. symbolic resurrection - qvamta 
razanayta! sarin hous (S982 edu); excellent practice of service — 
myattriitd d-pulhdnal és \oax ehoitun (airless sedan). Cf. Brock, ed., 
The Second Part, 8/10, 22. 
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The luminous service includes concern for the poor and 
almsgiving. Almsgiving brings one’s heart closer to God and 
gives serenity to the mind. Hence Isaac recommends: “If you 
have something above your daily needs, give it to the poor, and 
then go with boldness to offer your prayers, that is, to converse 
with God as a son with his Father. Nothing can bring the heart 
so near to God as almsgiving, and nothing brings such serenity 
to the mind as voluntary poverty.”'*° Isaac says: “He who gives 
alms to a poor man has God to take care of him. And a man 
who has become poor for His sake has found inexhaustible 
treasures.”'*’ Almsgiving with a generous heart, with a joyous 
face and without discrimination are highlights in the luminous 
service. Through this one resembles more to Jesus the Lord, 
who ate at table with publicans and harlots without showing 
any discrimination. Isaac elucidates: 


If someone on horseback should stretch out his hand and ask 
alms of you, do not refuse him, for at that moment he is 
certainly in need, just as one of the destitute. When you give, 
give generously, with a joyous countenance, and give more 
than you are asked for, since it is said: ‘Send forth thy 
morsel of bread toward the face of the poor man, and soon 


wbhar dm rémaals rilloin wl am ralwar Laos ths ina hide hoo 
ri WIN hain’ G1 mikes ealusia Whasims MamaaW oilar Chawlhens 
raslaar haiku hala sara al am aso) aaso3 ala rds —) 
'86 Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 4, 37; Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 4, 

38; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 54. 
wary ag rhe ‘aagn\ enc Ay 328aha WAR RXS 1d AR Ad dan <e 
add nse) me AMX eorend ah day gi trod ph Sho Tea aig Dimers g 
Bats ay worude gi Beal ws soba Wo Ghee gi zaXi aad 
raas Wf wi tite 
'57 Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 5, 45; Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 5, 

47; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 68. 
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Cf. Aravackal, Suriyani Sabhakalile Prakasha Gopurangal, 101. 
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you will find your recompense.’ Do not separate the rich 
from the poor, nor try to discriminate the worthy from the 
unworthy, but let all men be equal in your eyes for a good 
deed. In this way you can draw even the unworthy toward 
the good, since the soul is easily led to the fear of God by 
means of bodily things. The Lord ate at table with publicans 
and harlots and did not alienate the unworthy, that He might 
in this way bring all to the fear of God, and that through 
bodily things they would approach the spiritual. For this 
reason, and especially because they are your brethren, of 
your very nature, and have erred from the truth unwittingly, 
deem every man equally worthy of benefaction and honour, 
be he a Jew, an unbeliever, or a murderer.'*® 


'88 Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 4, 37; Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 4, 

38; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 54-55. 
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Cf. Clément, The Roots of Christian Mysticism, 284. Alms should be given 
without any expectation of future reward. In the following passage Isaac 
explains it. He emphasizes practice of virtues and perfection in love rather 
than good deeds. He writes: “When you do good to someone, do not await 
a recompense from him, and you will receive repayment from God on both 
accounts; and if you are able, neither do good so as to receive reward in the 
future age (but rather, practice virtue because of the love of God. The rank 
of love is more initiated than the rank of labour for God; nay, it is more ini- 
tiated in its mystery than the soul surpasses the body in initiation). If you 
make poverty a rule for your soul and, by God’s grace, you are freed from 
cares, and by your poverty you are exalted above this world, then beware, 
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Almsgiving is a luminous service which gladdens God. 
Isaac says, “God has no need of anything. But He is gladdened 
whenever He sees a man comforting His image and honouring 
it for His sake.”'*’ Hence, Isaac remarks that the one, who is 
turning away from a beggar, is rejecting the grace of God. The 
person in the luminous love never permits any occasion for 
charity to pass him by unused. Whenever he gives this will be 
his mentality: “Glory be unto Thee, O God, for Thou hast 
deemed me worthy to find a man to comfort!”!*° If he has 
nothing to give he will rejoice in God and will say, “I thank 
Thee, my God, that Thou hast granted me this grace and 
honour, to go in want for Thy Name’s sake, and hast deemed 
me worthy to taste the affliction that is set in the path of Thy 


lest you become enamoured of possessions under the pretext of almsgiving 
due to your love for the poor, and thus, by taking from one man in order to 
give to another, you put your soul in turmoil, and efface your honour by 
subjection to men while begging from them, and lose the freedom and 
nobility of your mind through your concern for matters of this life. For 
your station is higher than that of the almsgiver. Do not, I beseech you, do 
not accept such subjection. Almsgiving is like the rearing of children, but 
stillness is the summit of perfection. If you have possessions, distribute 
them at once; but if you have none, do not desire any. Sweep your cell clean 
of every delicacy and superfluous article, and this will lead you to 
abstinence even against your will. Scarcity in all things teaches a man 
patience; but whenever we enjoy possessions, we are unable to control 
ourselves.” Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 4, 37-38; Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 
4, 39; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 55-56. 
'? Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 5, 45; Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 5, 
47; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 68. 
Anise ai oat oad A 52 wpatod ood og igh tagao 2X mam Ad roth 
'4 Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 5, 45; Isaac, Mystic Ti reatises, 5, 
47; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 69. 
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commandments, with sickness and want, such as Thy saints 
who walked this path did also taste.”'*! 


Prayer for the world is another expression of the 
luminous service according to Isaac. The person in the 
luminous love keeps a constant memory of the entire creation 
with a universal vision. His personal prayer embraces the 
whole humanity and the entire universe.'** One of such prayer: 


May there be remembered, Lord, on Your holy altar at the 
fearful moment when Your Body and Your Blood are 
sacrificed for the salvation of the world, all the fathers and 
brethren who are on mountains, in caves, in ravines, cliffs, 
rugged and desolate places, who are hidden from the world 
and it is only known to You where they are — those who have 
died and those still living and ministering before You in 
body and soul, You, the Holy One who dwell in the holy 
ones in whom Your divinity finds rest; those who have 
abandoned the temporal world and have already become 
dead to its life in that they have gone out in search of You, 
seeking You with yearning amidst the afflictions of their 
weary state. O King of all worlds and of all the Orthodox 
Fathers who, for the sake of the truth of the faith, have 
endured exile afflictions at their hands of persecutors, who in 


'4! Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies, 5, 45; Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 5, 
47; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 69. 
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lat 

' The person who is in the luminous love includes all created 
things in his love and in his prayer, and his charity extends to the cosmos. 
For Isaac, it is a sign of love to pray for all men, even when we need the 
prayers of all. Cf. Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 201- 
202; Clément, The Roots of Christian Mysticism, 227; Palmer, Sherrard and 
Ware, eds. & trs., The Philokalia, Vol. 3, 200; Madathikunnath, “Vision of 
Man in Ephrem and Isaac,” 428. 
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monasteries, convents, deserts and the habitations of the 
world, everywhere and in every place, have made it their 
care to please You with labours for the sake of virtue: 
accompany them with Your assistance, Lord, and be a 
helmet for them always, send them continual comfort in 
secret, and bind their minds close to You in all their 
struggles; may the power of Your Trinity dwell in them, and 
may they minister to You right up to the end of their lives 
with a good conscience and with a good manner of life. 
Hold them worthy while they are still in the body of the 
harbor of rest. And to those who are encountering hard 
battles with the demons, whether openly or in secret, send 
succour, Lord, and overshadow them with the cloud of Your 
grace; place on their mind’s head the helmet of salvation, 
bring low the power of the enemy before them, and may the 
might of Your right hand support them at all times lest they 
grow weak in their thoughts (failing) to gaze continually 
towards You; clothe them in the armour of humility, that a 
sweet scent may waft from them at all times giving pleasure 


to Your will.'” 


'43 Brock, tr., The Second Part, 5/26, 17-18; Brock, ed., The 

Second Part, 5/26, 13-14. 
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In another prayer Isaac expresses prayer for the sick and 
captives: 


May those who suffer from dire and grievous illnesses of the 
body also be remembered before You; send to them an angel 
of compassion and assuage their souls, which are grievously 
tormented by their bodies’ terrible afflictions. Have pity, 
too, Lord, on those who are subjected to the hands of evil, 
wicked, and godless men; send to them speedily an angel of 
compassion, and save them from their plight. O my Lord 
and my God, send comfort to all those who are constrained 
by whatever kind of hardship.'“ 


Prayer for those who have gone astray from the Church and 
those who died without repentance and true faith are also 
mentioned in another prayer.'*? Intercession for the whole 
world occupies a special place in the luminous service. Isaac 
highlights this and recommends: “We should pray with 
suffering, and we should make supplication to God for all these 
things with pain. And this is the attitude we should have 
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Cf. Brock, “The Prayers of St. Isaac the Syrian,” 28; Alfeyev, The Spiritual 
World of Isaac the Syrian, 205; Furman, “The Concept of the Temporal 
World According to John Bar Penkaye and Isaac the Syrian,” 184. 

™ Brock, tr., The Second Part, 5/27, 18; Brock, ed., The Second 
Part, 5/27, 14. 
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Cf. Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 205-206. 

“° Cf. Brock, tr., The Second Part, 5/29-30, 18; Alfeyev, The 
Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 207. 
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towards all human beings: we should pray for them with 
suffering, as for ourselves, for in this way the Divinity will 
come and rest in us, and cause his will to reside in us as in 
heaven, so on earth.”'*° 


As the good tree must give forth good fruits (Cf. Lk 6, 
43) there is an inter-relationship between luminous love and 
luminous service. That is, “true love of God always gives birth 
to holy actions, to a response of service and care for one’s 
brother.”'*’ Hence Isaac asserts: “He who neglects the sick, 
shall not see light. And who turns away his face from one in 
distress, may his day be dark. And who despises the cry of the 
vexed, may the sons of his house grope in darkness.”'** In his 
understanding, the person, who is in the luminous love, is most 
prepared to serve the world and humanity in a fully Christian 
way. Before this stage he is still very extremely possessive. 
He has his own needs to fulfill and uses others rather than loves 


“® Brock, tr., The Second Part, 5/32, 19; Brock, ed., The Second 
Par, 5/32, 15. 
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Cf. Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 208. In another 
passage Isaac says: “Participate with those who are suffering in heart, in 
passionate prayer and mourning of the heart; then before thy demand a 
fountain of grace will be opened.” Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 2, 9; Bedjan, 
Mar Isaacus Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 14. 
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Cf. Brock, “Divine Call and Human Response,” 71. 
'47 Mascia, “The Gift of Tears in Isaac of Nineveh,” 263. 
ie Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 81, 383; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita 
De Perfectione Religiosa, 572. 
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Cf. Mascia, “The Gift of Tears in Isaac of Nineveh,” 263. 
~ 307 ~ 


The Luminous Love 
them.'* 
world.”!°° 
with his outer man and his inward man is still without fruits. 
As he reaches in the luminous love he sees all men through the 
compassionate eyes of God. His heart becomes worried with 
pity for them and burns as with fire without personal 
discrimination.’ It is the inward force of mercy which moves 
the heart by great compassion.'*’ All his services become 
fruitful only after he reaches in the luminous love and he 
receives graces from God in accordance with the love of his 
soul. Isaac claims: “Do not doubt in thy heart, on the way of 
thy course, of the hope of God’s grace, lest thy toiling become 
in vain and the work of thy service become heavy for thee. But 
believe in thy heart that God is merciful and gives grace to 
those who seek Him, not in accordance with our service but in 
accordance with the love of our soul and with our faith in 
Him.” 


That is, his “hidden being still ministers to the 


Whatever he does in the name of service is only 
151 


*° Cf. Mascia, “The Gift of Tears in Isaac of Nineveh,” 263. 

y Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 14, 85; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita 
De Perfectione Religiosa, 125. 

>! Cf. Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 14, 85; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus 
Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 125; Mascia, “The Gift of Tears in Isaac 
of Nineveh,” 263. 

° Cf. Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 71, 330; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus 
Ninivita De Perfectione Religiosa, 492; Mascia, “The Gift of Tears in Isaac 
of Nineveh,” 263. 

~ Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 74,341; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita 
De Perfectione Religiosa, 507. 

oe Isaac, Mystic Treatises, 6, 66; Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita De 
Perfectione Religiosa, 97. 
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Conclusion 


The ‘Luminous love,’ which is the culminating point of 
the entire thesis, has been exposed throughout this chapter. For 
a human being the realization of the perfect love is the 
luminous love, which includes perfection in the love of God 
and perfection in the love of neighbour. That is, in a person the 
state of the luminous love reveals the fulfilment of the 
‘commandment of love’ of Jesus in him. The discussion brings 
forth three main denotations to the luminous love namely, 
putting on Christ, Godlikeness and perfection in the love of 
neighbour. By putting on Christ the person seems to be 
luminous as Christ, for Christ is the true light. That is, the 
luminous love raises the person into his original created nature, 
the nature of Jesus Christ. The other denotation Godlikeness 
reveals the luminosity of the person through his fervent and 
passionate nature which enables him to surrender even for a 
terrible death for the Beloved. He resembles God in words and 
deeds through his outpouring love and compassion upon all the 
creatures. The third denotation, perfection in the love of 
neighbour creates in him an inner burning for the sake of the 
fellow human beings. It makes him to sense the need of the 
other as his own and it demands even to give his life on behalf 
of them. With special concern the discussion points to the 
main features of the luminous love of humanity and thereby 
found its outshining qualities such as the sacrificial love, the 
merciful heart, the indiscriminative love towards the sinners 
and the righteous, perfection in Christian faith and the 
experience of spiritual inebriation. These qualities of the 
luminous love encompass the entire creation within him. 
Finally, this chapter clarified the term ‘the luminous service,’ 
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which is the overflowing of ‘the luminous love.’ It is also the 
fulfilment of the “commandment of love’ of Jesus both through 
contemplation and action. That is, the person in the luminous 
service realizing in him the commandment of love both by 
heart and body. 
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This dissertation was an analytical and thematic study 
on the Christian theme ‘love,’ based on the spiritual teachings 
of Isaac the Syrian. The concept ‘love’ is the central theme of 
Isaac’s entire writings. To imbibe through the view point of 
Isaac, there should have an evaluation of the spiritual sources 
of Isaac. Hence, there is an attempt here to evaluate the 
spirituality of Isaac and his concept of the love of God. Before 
that an overall evaluation of the content of this research work is 
done, and finally, the application of the thesis. 


1. An Appraisal of the Content of the Study 


Together with a ‘General Introduction’ and a ‘General 
Conclusion’ this study consists of four chapters. A detailed 
Bibliography, a list of Abbreviations, a Transliteration Table 
and a record of Syriac words used (Glossary) are also inserted 
in it. At first, a general study has been made for an overall 
background of this research. It has shortly discussed the life 
sketch of Isaac the Syrian, an erudite and intuitive Monk of the 
seventh century. As a widely read, scholarly person Isaac 
could imbibe the theology and spirituality of the Church of the 
East until his time. This study could find his familiarity with 
the earlier Church Fathers like Aphrahat, Ephrem the Syrian, 
Macarius, Evagrius of Pontus, John the Solitary and several 
others. He was one of the outstanding mystical writers of the 
seventh century and he could prove his erudition by the 
frequent citations from the ancient writings, both Syriac and 
Greek. Though he was inspired and influenced by many, he 
wrote what he experienced and practiced and thus he could be 
considered as one of the most original writers in the mystical 
literature. A general study on the writings of Isaac, has also 
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been made, and it has found his available writings in five parts, 
four in Syriac and one in Garshuni. A short discussion on his 
writings has been done by using the Syriac texts as well as its 
available English translations. As an outcome of the discussion 
it is concluded that whatever Isaac composed is for the kindling 
and enlightenment of the souls. 


The then discussion has gone through the loving nature 
of God, as Isaac presented in his writings. Here the emphasis 
is given to the intensity of God’s merciful love. Isaac exposed 
this loving face of God from the profundity of the Holy 
Scripture. He could portray God as the loving and caring 
Father. Isaac could well establish the paternal love of God and 
His compassionate and kind nature. God protects the whole 
humanity with his merciful love and His mercy serves as a 
medicine for their wounded human nature. By unveiling the 
abundant goodness and profound love of the compassionate 
God Isaac could find that in God there undertook a 
transformation of justice itself into love. As the true 
manifestations of God’s love Isaac has presented the mysteries 
of Creation and Incarnation. There the emphasis is given to 
God’s self-emptying love and His eternal Divine plan, which 
guides everything towards His original intention. He could 
present a tangible God amid humanity through his narrations 
on Incarnation. God did all things as expressions of His self- 
giving love. Paradise is His love; tree of life is His love; and 
above all Gehenna is the beautiful expression of His eternal 
mercy and love. An elegant discussion on the features of 
God’s love through various outlooks of Isaac has also been 
done. They are: single and equal love, indiscriminative love, 
steadfast love, forgiving love, unconditional love, corrective 
love, medicinal love and educative love. Isaac could picture 
the pedagogy of God’s amazing love with wonder and awe. 
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Human response to the love of God by perfect human 
love was the main focus of the following discussions. The 
discussion on the need of the human response results the 
conclusion that the urge to respond to the love of God is 
proportionate to the awareness of the love of God. That is, the 
more a person becomes aware of the love of God, the more he 
urges to respond to this love. For this, he has to imitate the 
self-emptying of God, the supreme expression of God’s love. 
Subsequent discussion has unveiled different means which lead 
to the perfect love. It has been found that the total renunciation 
of the world as the primary and necessary condition to enter 
into the way of divine love. Isaac highlights here the inner 
world of self. It is recommended that one should clearly 
understand the meaning of the word ‘world,’ which is bodily 
behaviour and carnal thoughts. For Isaac, ‘world’ is a 
collective name given to the passions. It includes the 
acquisition and affection towards anything rather than God. 
That is, a man in his mind be a void as regards the world. 
Hence, he has given an elaborate instruction on the purification 
of the body, soul, mind and heart. There could be seen an 
interconnection between purity and love in the teachings of 
Isaac. That is, the more one is pure, the easier to receive the 
love of God. This study has further discussed on the specific 
role of practising virtues for the realization of perfect human 
love. It could go through the themes such as silence, stillness, 
humility, repentance, abstinence, faith and hope. It could find 
that each virtue can play a unique role in the journey towards 
the divine love. Then it has made a healthy discussion on pure 
prayer and convinced that it is through pure prayer one actually 
enter into the enflaming love of God. God Himself will raise 
him to His everlasting love at this stage of pure prayer. Hence, 
the necessity of constancy and perseverance in prayer for the 
fulfillment of perfect human love is understood. The further 
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discussion has proceeded to the themes, trials and temptations 
in spiritual life, and it could analyze and convince that these are 
essential edifying tools for God in His school of love, which 
transforms and enlightens one’s mind and heart. The highest 
mystical stages of prayer, which Isaac mentions, such as 
meditation on God, spiritual prayer and contemplation are also 
have come into this discussion. It could be realized that as one 
reaches higher stages of prayer, he is transformed in a state that 
he cannot but remain in the flame of divine love. The final 
discussion has focused on the Holy Spirit, the third person of 
the Holy Trinity. It is the Holy Spirit, who works within the 
person throughout all his purification processes, helps in 
practising virtues and illumines his prayer in order to fulfill the 
‘commandment of love’ of Jesus. 


The last chapter has presented the central theme, ‘the 
luminous love,’ which is the culminating point of this 
dissertation. The luminous love is the realization of the perfect 
love. It includes perfection in the love of God and perfection 
in the love of neighbour. The ‘commandment of love’ of Jesus 
in the New Testament is seen fulfilled in this state of luminous 
love. This chapter was a special discourse about luminous love 
and it has found and noted three denotations to this. The first 
one is ‘putting on Christ.’ Christ is the true light. Therefore, 
by putting on Christ the person attains the original state of 
Adam and Eve in the Paradise, that is, the luminous state. For 
Ephrem and other early Syriac writers, this is the ‘robe of 
glory,’ or ‘robe of the Spirit,’ or ‘garment of light.” This 
luminosity is a mystical experience, which happens when the 
soul attains its purity. The person in the luminous love seems 
to be filled with a light that shines forth from his whole person. 
That is, the person will be raised into his original created 
nature, the nature of Jesus Christ. The second denotation is 
Godlikeness, which reveals the luminosity of the person 
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through his fervent and passionate nature. Isaac had developed 
this doctrine in such a way that in the luminous state there will 
be occurred a return to the natural state of the soul. That is, the 
soul in its natural state was characterized by Godlike 
dispassion. Like Ephrem and other earlier Syriac spiritual 
writers, Isaac also claiming the ‘re-entry into the Paradise and 
recovery of the paradisiacal state’ in terms of luminous love 
and luminous state. For, Isaac defined Paradise itself as the 
love of God. At this stage of luminosity, the person is able to 
surrender even for a terrible death for the Beloved. By the 
superabundant outpouring of love and compassion he 
resembles God in words and deeds. Perfect love is the third 
denotation for the luminous love. Isaac had claimed here the 
perfection in the love of neighbour. He had been explaining 
the inner burning of the person for the sake of the fellow 
human beings. This person considers the need of the other 
greater than his own and is always ready to give his life on 
behalf of them. The following discussion focused on the main 
features of the luminous love of humanity, such as sacrificial 
love, the merciful heart, the indiscriminative love towards the 
sinners and the righteous, perfection in Christian faith and the 
experience of spiritual inebriation. Because of these qualities 
the person who attains the luminous love receives the entire 
creation within him. Another important discussion held in this 
chapter was on the term ‘the luminous service.’ This luminous 
service is the overflowing of the luminous love. Isaac could 
integrate ‘the luminous love,’ ‘the luminous love of humanity’ 
and ‘the luminous service’ in his teachings. For him, luminous 
service is the accomplishment of the commandment of love in 
a double way, invisibly with the heart and visibly with the 
body. That is, the luminous love of humanity includes both 
‘the luminous love,’ which is the contemplation with the heart 
and ‘the luminous service,’ which is the action with the body. 
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As long as there is possibility, Isaac recommended this 
practical application of the love of humanity. Because, 
according to his view, without love of the fellow-man, one’s 
mind is not able to become illuminated by intercourse with and 
love unto God. However, in the case of solitaries, who never 
come out of their cell, it is sufficient to keep the love of their 
fellow-men with their heart only. But whenever there is 
possibility, according to Isaac, this love in practice is 
demanded by God from everybody. 


2. An Appraisal of Isaac’s Spirituality 


From the discussions it is evident that Isaac possesses a 
mixed spirituality of both Syriac and Greek. First of all, he 
was a Syriac Monk, who belongs to the Anchorites of the early 
centuries. That is, he was an thiddyd (resis), a unique, 
single-minded person who aimed to become a perfect disciple 
of Jesus Christ, the zhidaya of God the Father. His ardent desire 
for silence, deep attachment to the wilderness and austere 
ascetical life in the solitude shows his closeness to God alone 
in pure love. With an undivided heart he could unite himself to 
God. That is, he could be in a state of spiritual union by heart- 
to-heart relationship with God. As an thidaya he freed himself 
from all external bonds and was ready to practice the 
commandments of Jesus Christ. This freedom from worldly 
concerns helped his heart to enjoy the taste of love and thereby 
a state of rest. His teachings on love shoot out from this 
background of thidaya. Form this background he developed 
the unceasing prayer of the heart in him and it was a special 
feature of the Syriac spirituality. According to the Syriac 
tradition the disposition of the constant loving awareness of 
God is stemming from the purity of heart. Isaac, in his life, 
gave emphasis to the purity of the heart and in the Syriac 
spirituality it is characterized in itself as a form of prayer, that 
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is, ‘prayer of the heart.’ Here the heart is the altar and the 
prayer is being sacrificed in this altar and thereby receives the 
capacity to the soul and body to be transformed in Divine love. 
This transformed state of purity is called by Isaac the luminous 
love, which encompasses ‘putting on Christ,’ ‘Godlikeness’ 
and ‘perfect human love.’ These terms are also familiar in 
Syriac spirituality. Ephrem and other earlier Syriac writers had 
similar usages like putting on Christ, robe of glory, robe of the 
Spirit, garment of light and shining garment. The teaching on 
‘godlikeness’ emphasizes the doctrine of deification. That is, in 
the luminous love, the soul regains its natural Godlike 
character, which reflects the early Syriac tradition, ‘re-entry 
into the Paradise and recovery of the paradisiacal state. 
When Isaac speaks of the presence of flaming fire in the heart, 
he actually meant the divine presence of Christ the Love. In 
Syriac spirituality, especially in Ephrem the terms ‘Fire,’ ‘Sun’ 
and ‘Coal of Fire’ denote the concept of the divinity of Christ. 


With regard to various spiritual practises Isaac was 
more influenced by the Greek spirituality. In his spiritual life 
he was influenced by the Fathers, such as Origen, Evagrius, 
Macarius, John the Solitary and Maximus the Confessor. 
Among them Evagrius stands as the most influenced figure. 
Isaac recognized the great powers of psychological and 
spiritual discernment of Evagrius, and speaks of him as ‘the 
master of those with spiritual knowledge’ and ‘recipient of 
boundless spiritual revelations.’ Isaac modelled the third 
chapter, “Chapters on Knowledge’ in his Second Part, as that 
of Evagrius’ work, the Kephalaia Gnostica, a collection of 
monastic maxims, composed to be reflected and meditated 
upon. The Evagrian spirituality is reconstructed in many of 
Isaac’s spiritual concepts. One of such is the concept of 
dispassion (apatheia). In line with Evagrius, Isaac also 
considers this state of tranquillity - apatheia - as a necessary 
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condition to get the freedom to begin to love as God loves and 
makes one worthy of the perfection of the love of God. The 
Greek spirituality considers apatheia as the ‘proper use of 
passions.’ In order to move towards God, one has to conquer 
the conflict of the love of the soul, i.e., the passions. These 
passions are wiped out by love. In the opinion of Evagrius 
dispassion is born from abstinence and love is the offspring of 
dispassion. Hence, in order to expose the theme ‘love’ Isaac 
used an elaborate description on passions. 


Evagrian influence in Isaac is seen with regard to the 
division of the souls also. Following him Isaac claims that 
there are three basic parts in the soul which helps our rational 
nature to receive the divine teachings and revelations in its own 
particular way. They are desire, zeal and reason and each one 
of these has been constituted for different functions. Perfect 
love is possible through the accurate functioning of these three 
parts. 


Practice of virtues, another important concept in Isaac 
is also rooted in the Evagrian spirituality. That is, Evagrius 
also recommends the practice of virtues for the purification of 
the soul. Isaac had developed a good teaching of virtues and 
he highlighted the virtue of humility as the perfection of 
holiness and the perfect love. Here also he is in touch with 
Evagrius, who also asserts that perfect love can be realized 
through the practice of humility. That is, humility itself is the 
manifestation of divine love and as the central virtue, which 
leads to the height of divine love, that is, perfection. The 
concepts, silence and stillness are also specially emphasized by 
both. 


Another notable concept in Isaac is ‘pure prayer.’ It was 
Evagrius, who developed for the first time the terminology of 
contemplative prayer and labelled it as “pure prayer.’ Isaac 
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presents it as an experiential and a fresh concept by merging 
the Evagrian and Syriac traditions. Like Evagrius, together 
with Isaac, other Fathers such as Maximus the Confessor and 
John the Solitary are also mentioning this concept in different 
terms, such as, ‘spiritual prayer’, ‘true prayer’ and ‘pure 
prayer,’ which leads to the luminosity of the soul, toward the 
stage of perfection, the perfection in love. While explaining 
contemplation, Isaac did not make any distinction between 
contemplation (Oempia) and love (dydan). This is also the view 
of the Evagrian spirituality. That is, love is the excellent state 
of the rational soul and in this state the soul cannot love 
anything other than God. 


3. An Appraisal of Isaac’s Concept of Love 


As it has been seen, the central point of the entire 
teachings of Isaac is the concept of love. This arose from his 
deep understanding of the nature of God as love. For him God 
is a merciful God with steadfast love. Penetrating through his 
spiritual writings it is clear that his concept of God as love is 
very much connected to the views of Origen of Alexandria of 
the third century. His idea that God has the passion of love, 
and He hates no man but loves all His creation is strongly 
caught by Isaac. It is this passion of love that causes 
Incarnation and Redemption. Origen’s doctrine of 
apokatastasis or universal salvation is based on this passionate 
love of God. Influenced by this doctrine Isaac also believed 
that under the merciful love of God the entire creation will find 
salvation in Jesus Christ. That is, the anger or wrath in God is 
also an expression of God’s holiness against sin. Where there 
is no sin, there is no wrath. But there will always be love in 
God. Isaac affirms the theory of apokatastasis through his 
views on love. 
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Isaac had an elaborate description on Gehenna and 
which is also from his intoxicated love of God. Isaac’s 
influence on Origen’s concept of Purgatory is evident in his 
writings. Like Origen, Isaac also explains Gehenna as the 
manifestation of God’s boundless love. It is a purification 
period which God allows out of His mercy and love. Asa 
doctor takes enough time to cure a patient, God also allows 
certain period - in proportion to the measure of their iniquity 
and wickedness - to purify the souls. Considering the amazing 
love of God, Isaac developed the theory of educative 
punishment and which is also in line with Origen. God’s 
punishment is medicinal and pedagogical and which is for the 
betterment of the human beings. 


Another notable idea in Isaac is the spiritual union of 
human beings with God in love. Love is illumined in the heart 
of the human beings by attaining the true knowledge of the 
Divine mysteries. Origen also considered this union as a 
permanent adhesion in love. That is, mutual love is the bond 
which results this spiritual union between God and human 
beings. Origen reflects on it as a mystical union between the 
soul and the Logos. Isaac describes three stages in this way of 
union: penitence, purification and perfection - that is, 
conversion of the will, liberation from the passions, and the 
acquisition of that perfect love. The entire instructions and 
treatises of Isaac enforce to this bond of perfect love and it is, 
for him the perfect response to the love of God from the part of 
the human beings. 


4. Application of the Thesis 


The main focus of this study was ‘love’ - both Divine 
love and its response by perfect human love - based on the 
spiritual writings of Isaac the Syrian. As the proposal, the 
intensity of God’s abundant love has been seen in the second 
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chapter and different modes and features of its response by 
perfect human love has been discussed through the third and 
fourth chapters. God is Love. The encounter with this Love is 
the basic need of each human person. Representing all, the 
Psalmist utters: “As a deer longs for flowing streams, so my 
soul longs for you, O God. My soul thirsts for God, for the 
living God. When shall I come and behold the face of God? 
My tears have been my food day and night, while people say to 
me continually, "Where is your God?” (Ps 42, 1-2). 


Thirst for love is thirst for God, the Love. Hence one 
can quench this thirst only with God. This study has desired to 
reawaken this innermost thirst for love in each human person. 
It convinces that searching love in anything other than God is 
really a misunderstanding of love itself. That is, this study can 
stand as a reawaken to the modern world, where the notion of 
‘love’ is a misused concept. As an ox knows its owner, as a 
donkey its master’s crib (Cf. Isa 1, 3) each human person 
should understand the love of his Creator. Each should realize 
and call Him ‘My Father’ and should follow Him without 
turning back (Cf. Jer 3, 19). He should convince that he is 
taking refuge in the shadow of God’s wings (Cf. Ps 36, 7). He 
should value that God became Man, and He stretched out on 
the Cross, to make known to the world the love that He has 
towards humanity. Each person should have a receptive mind 
which is longing to receive this love. This study brings forth 
that if one should have this receptive mind, he will receive the 
Spirit of revelations, and that will raise him to become aware of 
God’s lofty attributes and leads him to the taste of love. 


This study has tried to find out an inter connection 
between love of God and love of neighbour. For this, it quoted 
The Second Part, 10/33-34 of Isaac: “A person who has 
stillness and converse of knowledge will easily and quickly 
arrive at the love of God, and with the love of God he will 
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draw close to perfect love of fellow human beings. No one has 
ever been able to draw close to this luminous love of humanity 
without having first been held worthy of the wonderful and 
inebriating love of God.” That is, the love of neighbour 
becomes excellent and luminous, in proportion to the 
luminosity of the love of God within. Based on Isaac’s 
teachings, this study provides the imitation of self emptying of 
God as the best way for constant progress in love of God and 
persistency in love of neighbour. It includes total renunciation 
of the world and complete purification of the body, soul, mind 
and heart. As the epistle to the Hebrews says, purity is a 
necessary condition for this (Cf. Heb 12, 14). So, Jesus 
recommends, “Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is 
perfect” (Mt 5, 48). That is, progress in love of God is 
proportionate to the purity which is attained through total 
purification. It is clear from this study that practice of virtues, 
unceasing prayer and above all the indwelling and constant 
assistance of the Holy Spirit direct the persons and lead them 
towards the taste of the love of God. From the teachings of 
Isaac, this study presents the love of neighbour as ‘the 
excellent love.’ In order to be excellent, one thing is to be 
needed, to be filled with the love of God. 


The next proposal of this study was on fruitful Christian 
service. ‘Whether a fruitful Christian service is possible 
without being caught by perfect love?’ This study brings forth 
the idea of luminous service as the overflowing of the luminous 
love. That is, based on the teachings of Isaac this study 
recommends Christian service as long as possible. But it 
suggests that it should be the luminous service, the overflowing 
of the luminous love. That means this service is in God and 
which takes place with God. It is really the acts of the Holy 
Spirit. This study provides luminous service as the practical 
application of the luminous love. That is, both the enflaming 
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love of God and the burning love of neighbour are transmitting 
to the world through luminous service. This research brings 
forth a double way to accomplish this. One is contemplation, 
an invisible act done by the heart and the other is action, a 
visible act done by the body. Thus, a fruitful Christian service 
includes both contemplation and action. From the teachings of 
Isaac, it is convinced that contemplation itself is love. The 
external actions are the expressions of this love. That is, a 
fruitful Christian service is love in practice. For a Christian, 
the purification of his inner person and thereby constant 
contact and union with God in love, are more important than 
any other activity. Being spiritually healthy is a necessity 
before going into the world to heal others. According to Isaac 
one can bring more profit to others if he is spiritually strong 
and has acquired experience of the luminous love. As the good 
tree must give forth good fruits (Cf. Lk 6, 43) there is an inter- 
connection between luminous love and luminous service. 


5. Innovation of Isaac’s Teachings 


From seventh century onwards the writings of Isaac the 
Syrian remain as spiritual treasures to the entire Christian 
literature. Concerning spiritual life, especially prayer life the 
whole book serves as a spiritual guide, which directs one from 
beginning to end. The newness of his teachings can be said as 
same as that of the newness of the ‘commandment of love’ of 
Jesus. Isaac’s writings stand as a kind of interpretation of the 
‘commandment of love’ in the New Testament. It includes an 
elaborate description on the love of God and love of neighbour. 
It explains the right path for a true disciple of Jesus. The 
centrality of his teaching, perfection in love - the luminous 
love- is also the culmination of Christian spirituality. 
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‘A person who has stillness and 


converse of knowledge will 


easily and quickly arrive =a" 


Np 


at the love of God, and 
with the love of God 
he will draw close 

to perfect love of 


fellow human beings. 


No one has ever been 
able to draw close to this 
luminous love of humanity 
without having first been held 
worthy of the wonderful and 
inebriating love of God.” 
(St. Isaac the Syrian) 
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